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ON THE SUPPOSED APOSTOLICAL SUCCESSION 
OP A CHRISTIAN PRIESTHOOD. 



LSCTVSE FIRST. 



"TSACHmo THKM TO OBSBRVB ALL THINOfl WHATBOBVBR I 
HAVB COMMANDBD YOO : AND, bO, I AH WITH YOU ALWAY, 
KVSN ITNTO THB XND OF THB WORLD." 

Mattliew xxvui, v. 20, 



Fellow Christians, 

I HAVB undertaken, — and there has 
been given more than the usual notice of my inten- 
tion, — in a course of three I^eetures, to discuss the 
newly revived doctrine of " the Apostolical Succes- 
sion and Authority of a Christian Priesthood." I 
have resolved on this step from motives with the 
purity of which I am myself entirely satisfied ; and 
I need not oblige you to listen to my professions of 
sincerity and earnestness. It is my strong desire 
to treat this subject with otdmness and impartiality, 
I trust that I shall not indulge in any uncharitable 
reflections on any persons or parties. Not being 
conscious of any such feelings in my heart, I am 
under no apprehension that the expression of them 
will escape from my lips. 

The importance of the subject can scarcely re- 
quire to be shewn. It is one attended with the 
devest interest to millions of Christian people»— 
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both of those who are within, and especially of those 
who are without, the pale of that Church, which lays 
claim, exclusively, to the services of such a Priest- 
hood. I must not, indeed, anticipate here what 
I shall have to offer more at length, in my third 
Lecture, concerning the consequences of this doctrine. 
But I may simply observe, that the subject which we 
are now about to consider, involves nothing less 
than the question. Whether half the professing 
Christians of England, nearly all the professing 
Christians of Scotland, many millions of professing 
Christians in other parts of Protestant Europe, and 
all over the world, — in short, all professing'Christians 
who refuse or neglect to secure the episcopal ordina- 
tion of their ministers, be, or be not, enjoying the 
proper spiritual blessings of the gospel ? Whether 
they be, or be not, in actual possession of the true 
spiritual privileges of the Christian dispensation in 
this world, or can have any well-grounded hope, any 
hope ratified by Scripture, sanctioned by Christ, 
that they shall enjoy the eternal blessings of the 
Christian covenant in the world to come ? Such is 
the extent of the question involved in our present 
inquiries. 

The advocates of Apostolical Succession may not 
always choose to avow these consequences of their 
own doctrine. They may seek to evade some part 
of the odium, which not unnaturally attaches to so 
exclusive a theory, by alleging that it is simply a 
question of fact, and that thet/ are not to be answer-* 
able for the ilUberality and the uttcharitableness of 
the consequences. They may say, — -to use thei? 
own, not very kind, not very digiuterested^ aad thew- 
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fore, not very apostoHcal mode of expression, — that 
"instead of troubling themselves about those that 
are without," they will *'look to the advantages 
which their own Church ptwsesses." But the conse- 
quences are the same, whether they choose "to 
trouble themselves about them," or not; and ihe 
consequences are clearly such as I have stated. If 
the doctrine in question be not true, the millions of 
Christians to whom I have alluded ««^ have, — ^if the 
doctrine be true they cannot have,— any covenanted 
title, any Scriptural claim, to the present or future 
benefits of the gospel dispensation. They have, in 
that case, no le^timate means of being instructed in 
the truths of the gospel. They have separated them- 
selves from the only true Church of Christ They 
have forsaken the only authorized instructors and 
guides, in spiritual things, appointed by Christ. 
They never can receive effectually the holy sacra- 
ments, by which the necessary means of grace, of 
regeneration and salvation, are supposed to be com- 
municated to the souls of believers. The only hope 
and consolation which they can have, is one which 
belongs to them in common with all Heathen 
people ; — namely, that God may, after all, save 
whomsoever he pleases, though on conditions seem- 
ingly opposed to the institutions and declarations of 
his own revealed word. Or, to use again the lan- 
guage of a zealous advocate of this theory, more 
meek and generous, and therefore more apostolic, 
than the language which I before quoted, " God's 
arm is not shortened, nor his mercy straitened, no, 
not by ministries or ordinances which he has himself 
appointed." This sole ground of hope there is for 



non-episcopal Christians, if Apostolical Succession 
be true : but exactly the same hope there is for un- 
believing Pagans. 

I mention these consequences thus briefly at 
present, in order to win your attention by shewing 
the vast importance of the subject. But in truth, 
—whatever may be the feeling of my hearers in this 
respect, — I feel it seriously to be my duty, at this 
time, to consider the subject deliberately, and to 
utter my thoughts upon it openly. Presuming to fill 
the office of a Christian minister, without any pre- 
tensions to this Apostolical Succession, I esteem it 
no more than is due to myself, no more than is due 
especially to my flock, publicly to state the grounds 
on which we justiiy our own opinions and con- 
duct. Othervrise, after all which has been recently 
uttered and published in support of Apostolical 
Succession, even within the churches of this city, 
our total silence might be misconstrued. It might 
be said, that we really felt convicted of the bold 
charges which have been brought against us, as 
being "men who take upon ourselves to invade 
Christ's sovereignty, and to break through the order 
which he has prescribed." 

It would be a great advantage, my ft-iends, which 
I should gladly seize, to state in a few words clearly 
and completely what is the doctrine of Apostolical 
Succession. But there is some diiEculty in doing 
this, because there is no clear, formal, authorized 
statement of it in our estabhshed creeds, or other 
acknowledged symbols of doctrine ; and when we 
attend to the statements of individual defenders of 
the theory, we find that they admit of, or imply, 
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7 
some difference of views. However, this disadvan- 
tage is the less to be regretted, as my argument will 
be directed, not against any particular modification 
of the doctrine, 'but against the entire pretension, 
under any form whatever. 

First, then, it is declared, that there always has 
been in the Christian Church, and still continues, 
a regular, unbroken succession of religious ministers 
and priests, who have deiived their appointment to 
this office, through the channel of episcopal ordina- 
tion, from the persons of the holy apostles. These 
legitJraate priests are the clergy of the Roman Ca- 
tholic Church, of the Church of England, and all 
others, if there be any, who have received their 
ordination at the hands of true bishops. Now, this 
alone is plainly a mere statement of fact. It may 
be, or it may not be, that there has been such a re- 
gular, unbroken succession of Christian ministers, 
appointed to their office in a certain manner, from 
the apostles, down to the episcopal clerg}' of the 
present day. But whether it have been so or not, if 
nothing more than this were contended for, would 
be a mere dry question of historical fact, to be set* 
tied by mere historical evidence. The advocates of 
of Apostolical Succession, however, do contend for 
something more. They assert, that the ministers 
included in this succession are the only true, proper, 
real Christian ministers and priests, that are now, 
ever have been, or ever could be in tiie world. They 
assert, that these clergy, thus officially descended in 
an uninterrupted line from the apostles, and these 
alone, have by divine commission, the right and 
authority to minister to men in holy things, to de- 
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clare the true sense of the Scriptures, to watch over 
and govern in spiritual affairs all members of the 
Christian Church, and, in particular, to administer 
the ordinances of baptism, of the Lord's supper, and 
whatever others are acknowledged to be true sacra- 
ments. They assert, that these clergy derive their 
exclusive spiritual powers entirely from their epis- 
copal, apostolic ordination, without any necessary 
conditions of intellectual and moral fitness, and 
without any election on the part of the Christian 
people whom they are to serve. They assert, that 
all other persons, who presume or affect to dischai^ 
any of these sacred offices, without such apostolic 
descent, whatever other qualifications, even the most 
pre-eminent qualifications, of "dispositions, talents, 
and attainments," they may have, " invade Christ's 
sovereignty," and none of their ministerial acts can 
be valid- 

Thus much, I think, is maintained by all, who 
uphold the doctrine of Apostolical Succession ; — or 
with such slight, occasional variations only, as it 
may be unnecessary to notice. Thus far, at least, 
the doctrine of Apostolical Succession is considered 
by many to be the implied doctrine of the Church 
of England ; though some of her clergy have been 
unwilling to admit this ; and though, like some other 
of her doctrines, it may have been, by the great 
majority of her lay members, for a long time httle 
thought of, or almost totally forgotten. Not that the 
Church of England has any where formally stated 
and explained this doctrine ; but it is thought to be 
implied, in her services for the Ordination of Bishops, 
Priests, and Deacons. 
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Sometimes^ we may find the advocates of this 
doctrine, whilst they assert that such is the esta- 
blished, divine order of succession of the Christian 
priesthood, admitting that there may be, without 
injury, occasional, extraordinary departures from 
this order. But this, I humbly conceive, is nothing 
more than an example of that inconsistency, into 
which all persons, who have error to support, must 
sometimes fall, when they become entangled in 
historical and moral difficulties. So the learned and 
venerable Hooker, in his Ecclesiastical FoUty, admits 
that " where the exigency of necessity doth con- 
strain, there may be sometimes very sufficient reason 
to allow ordination made without a bishop. Where 
the Church, must needs have some ordained, and 
neither hath nor can hare possibly a bishop to or- 
dain, in case of such necessity, the ordinary institu- 
tion of God hath given oftentimes, and may give, 
place. And we are, therefore, not simply, without 
exception, to urge a lineal descent of power from 
the apostles by continued succession of bishops, in 
every effectual ordination."* It is true that Hooker 
adds, in agreement with his general theory, thal^ 
" these cases of inevitable necessity excepted, none 
may ordain but only bishops ;" — but I scarcely need 
remark, that his admission amounts to an abandon-^ 
ment of the doctrine of ApostoUcal Succession, in 
its strictest form. This, however, is onlj* the admi&. 
Blon of one honest and candid mind, driven to make 
the concession by the forc^ of historical.aad moral 
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10 
truth. It is in a very different tone that the doc- 
trine is commonly propounded, especially in the 
present times. • 

In regard also to the powers with which this body 
of apostolical clergy are supposed to be endowed, 
there is much diversity of language to be found 
among its advocates. Many, it is probable, will 
assert no higher claim, than that of being the only 
rightful, legitimate ministers of Christ's Church. 
But frequently, much more lofty pretensions are set 
forth ; and the episcopal clergy are spoken of, as 
though they were not merely successors of the 
apostles by descent, but actually invested with very 
much the same spiritual powers and dignities, as 
the apostles themselves possessed. The Church of 
England gives some countenance to this pretension 
in her Ordination Service ; for she addresses the 
ordained priest in the very words which Christ 
addressed to his apostles, and says, " Receive the 
Holy Ghost." Nearly aH the other language of 
Scripture which at first was peculiarly addressed to 



* If the light to tnlnieteT in holy tilings belongB, by a podtive 
diTine law, only to those who have been ordained bj bisliopB, it ia 
absurd ta say that this right may exist without any such ordina&m 
in cases of ntceinlg, (which in this matter can scarcely mean any 
thing mora than greni oetmeniente,) unless the same divine law has 
likewise expressly provided for these cases of necessity. The remarl; 
of Slillingfieel on this point is cogent and dedsive. "Those," he 
says, "that are for ordinations only by a superior Order, (Bishops,) 
in die Church, acknowtedging a radical power for ordination in Pre»< 
bytera, wHch may be exercised in case of necessity, do thereby make 
it evident, that they do not think that any pomtive law of God hatli 
forbidden Presbyters the power of ordination ; for then it must be 
wholly unlawful, and cuinot be valid."— /r^nicMn, fart 11. c, 6, 
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the apostles, is ttkewfae freely applied to ^eir sup- 
posed successors. Thej we cidled, like the apostles, 
" Ambassadors of Christ and Stewards of the mys- 
teries of (Jod." " Whosesoever sins ye remit, they 
are remitted unto them ; and whosesoever sins ye 
retain, they are retiuned." "This," says a bold 
advocate of the theory, " was the awftd authority 
given by Christ to his first ministers, and in them,, 
and through them, to all their successors. This is 
the authority which we" the episcopal clergy " have 
received"* Sometimes, however, we meet with lan- 
guage which seems to imply, that the bishops only, 
and not the entire body of the clei^, are considered 
to be the legitimate successors of the apostles, in this 
sense, as being invested wilii precisely the same 
spiritual power and dignity. 

Such is the general doctrine of Apostolical Succes- 
sion, to the best of my knowle{%e and belief ;— and 
certainly with sufficient correctness for the purposes 
of my present argument. 

This first Lecture, my Christian friends, will be 
devoted chiefly to an examination of the Scriptural 
Evidence on this important subject. This will not be 
a very laborious, and I hope, not a very tedious task ; 
for the passages of Scripture which can be thought to 
afford any direct countenance to this doctrine, it must 
be allowed on all hands, are very few ; and the evi- 
dence to be drawn from those few passage is entirely 
inferential. In attempting to confute this doctrine, 
therefore, so fax as relates to any direct Scriptural au- 



* Sm the Biehop of Exeter"* Cliai^ at hla »coiul TrKanud 
Viwtation, 1836. 
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ikatitf, we have merely to shew, that the in£»«iicefl 
which have been drawn from certain texts, rather than 
the sense which has been put upon them, are lui' 
sound and unwarranted. This drcumstance renders 
our task more easy in itself, and m<H% fit to be exe- 
cuted before a general audience, than if the queBti(m 
had tinned upon arane nice criticismB of Scripture. 

There is nothing to be produced, then, from the 
New Testamait, which can, with any shew of reason^ 
be regMded as a clear, dirMt, positive appointment 
ol Christ, that the ordained suocessors of his apostles, 
and they alone, should teach and minister in his 
Church. Clergymen, indeed, often aiBrm that it is 
so ; but^ surely, without trulii. Where are the terms 
of such an appointment to be read in the Christian 
Scriptures ? Not long since, for example, a venerable 
dignitary of the Establishment, preaching on this 
subject in a neighbouring church, after alluding to 
the divine: appointment of Aaron and his family ex- 
cluMvely to be the priests of Israel, intimates that, 
*' in the same way, the Lord Jesus, after his resurrec- 
tion, sent forth his apostles with full divine authority, 
giving them power in the administration of his sacra^ 
ments, and the promulgation, and relaxation of eccle- 
siastical censures," and " enjoined them to ord^un 
t>tha« to succeed them to the end of time."* But with 
all due submission I must answer. No ; not " in the 



* See, "Tho Dirine ConnmBrion and Authority of the Chriatiaa 
Priesthood, aaserlfd and explained; a Sermon preached in the Church of 
St. Maiy Major, Exeter, on tbeSOth of April, 1839, at the Visitation of 
the Venerable John Moore Stevens, Archdeacon of Exeter. By the Rev. 
Thomas Hill Lowe, M. A. Precentor and Canon Beaidentittry of Exeter, 
and Sector of &e Holy Trinity, in that City." pp. 8, 9, 
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13 
tame way" at all events ; nor in any way vrhlch, with 
the el^btest truth or justice, can be represented as 
the same. How can any man affirm so ? But do you 
compare the two cases, and judge. The appointment 
of the family of Aaron to be the sole priests of Israel, 
in all ages, is recorded in the Scriptures in the most 
expUcit terms. The Lord says to Moses, " Tate tho« 
unto thee Aaron thy brother, and his sons with him, 
from among the children of Israel, that he may 
^nii^ster unto me In t^e priest's office, even Aaron 
Nadab, and Abihu, Eleasar and Ithamar, Aaron's 
sons." And again, " Aaron and his sons thou shalt 
bring unto the door of the tabernacle, and thou shalt 
^rd them with girdles, Aaron and bis sons, and the 
priest's o0ice shall be their's for a perpetual statute ; 
and thou shalt consecrate Aaron and his sons." And 
again, "Thou shalt put upon Aaron the holy gar- 
ments, and thou shalt bring his sons, and clothe them 
with coats, and thou shalt anoint them, as thon didst 
anoint their father, that they may minister unto me in 
the imest's office ; for their aiiointing shall surely be 
an everlasting priesthood throughout their genera^ 
twnsT* This, we must allow, is plain and direct 
enough. But are we to be seriously told, — or rather, 
is it to be in^uated into the minds of people by such 
convenient general phrases as, " in the same way," — 
that there is recorded in the Christian Scriptures any 
such plain and direct appointment, that the lineal 
descend^its of the apostles, by episcopal ordination^ 
were to be the sole priests of the new covenant, " by a 
peipetnal divine statute, throughout all generatioaa ?" 

• Exodio, xxviii, *. 1. vox, t^ 4— !>. xl, «. 18— U. 
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Again I ask, where are the terms of Bueh an E^point- 
ment to be read ? Is it here in the words of my text, 
which was also the text of the venerable dignitary to 
whose observations I have referred ? Surely not. 
Let every man interpret these words erf Christ as he 
thinks proper. Let him in the exercise of his own 
judgment, draw whatever deductiotis from them he 
thinks to be correct. I presume not to question his 
liberty in this way. I only presume to claim and 
exercise my own Uberty. But let him not, merely 
because Christ says to his apostles, " Lo, I am with 
you alway, even unto the end of the world," have re- 
course to the imfaimess of representing this as an 
appointment of the episcopal clei^ to be the sole 
Christian priesthood, as the fiimily of Aaron were 
appointed to be the sole priests of Israel. liCt it at 
least be allowed, in all candour, that if the Jewish 
liaw^ver and the Christian liawgiver had the same 
purpose in view, the former was infinitely more clear, 
infinitely more explicit and pt^tive, in the mode of 
declaring his purpose. 

The same striking diflterence will again be found to 
prevail between the two cases, thus boldty assumed 
to be similar, if we look to what may be called the 
incidental evidence of the Scriptures, We perceive 
throughout the pages of the Old Testament, that in 
point of fact, the family of Aaron were always consi- 
dered, according to the fixed laws and customs of 
the Jewish institution, to be the only rightful priests 
of Jehovah. So completely was this the case, that 
the phrases, "Aaron and his sons, the sons of 
Aaron, the house of Aaron," are continually em-, 
ployed in the Old Testament Scriptures, lyithout a 



word of explanation, to signify the Jewkh priest. 
hood. '• The Aaronical priesthood being thus esta^ 
blished, and perpetuated in the way of natural 
descent," as the learned dignitary justly observes, 
" all that was required of those who preferred a 
claim to the offices of the priesthood, was to prove 
that they belonged to the family of Aaron, and that 
they were personally free from certain legal impuri-> 
ties and imperfections."* If at any time, persona 
\rhQ were not of the natural family of Aaron, 
although they were of the same tribe of Levi, in- 
truded themselves into the priestly office, they were 
dismissed and punished, as in the memorable in* 
stance of Korah and his companiona. All this, we 
must again allow, is plain and decisive enough. But 
again I ask, where is there any parallel to this in the 
Christian Scriptures, with reapeot to a priestly order 
of men under the new dispensation ? Do we find 
such phrases as, " successors of the apostles, descen-i 
dants of the apostles, the ordained of bishops, or of 
the apostles," employed in the New Testament, in 
ihe same manner as we find the phrase " sons of 
Aaron" employed in the Old Testament, to indicate 
an order of men, to whom was delegated, exclusively, 
the i^ht of ministering to Christian believers in 
things spiritual } No one can pretend that there is 
any thing of this kind in the Christian Scriptures, 

In these Scriptures, however, especially in the 
Acts and the Epistles, we hare an account of what 
was done, under sanction of the apostles, in the 
establishment of. Christian Churches, in the manage-^ 

• - 9n ftwao^, (now Dmb.) Lowe's SwoKUi ttefbn refHitd to p. ?, 
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ment of Chriadan worship fo^ communiMi. We 
read of many penons by name, and the narradve 
implies that there were many more, who were en- 
gaged in teaching and exhorting their feUow discl> 
pies, in baptizing new oonrerts, and in assisting, as 
for as assistance was necessary, in the celebration of 
the Lord's death. Now, do we erer read, or can 
men have any just reason to aSrm, that all these 
persons had been first solemnly set apart ftom otixex 
CbrisUans, by apostolic ordination, to enjoy the ex* 
elusive privilege of performing these offices } Is this 
wij- where written of them ? Considering all the 
inrcumstances of those primidTe times, when the 
gospel spread so rapidly and so widely, and there 
were not more than twelve apostles at the utmost 
is it probable, is it scarcely posnble, that all these 
persons had been apostolicaUy ordained r Is it a 
thing so easy and natural in those drcumstanoes, 
that taen are to assume it to be true without the 
slightest proof? For remember, it is not sufficient 
for you to prove, that the apostles did sometimes, in 
some places, espeoially appoint persons to serve the 
{lurches in this way. I do not dispute that fact i 
nor am I called on to dispute it, for the support of 
my general argument. The question is not, whether 
the apostles did not on some oooajuons, when th^ 
bad a hit opportunity and it seemed to tiiem fit» 
especially ordain some of thdr most pious converts 
to minister to the infant chun^es ? I fully grant 
that they did so. But the real question is, whe- 
ther Christ and his apostles eonftned this spiritual 
ministry to an order of persons thus regularly 
ordained, and absolutely forbade all other be&evers 
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in the gospel, throughout all ages, to perform such 
duties, decreeing that if they did affect to perform 
them, they would thereby invade the sovereignty 
of their heavenly Lord ? I most earnestly contend, 
that there is no evidence of any such purpose of 
Christ, or of his apostles, to be traced in the pages 
of the Christian Scriptures. 

We read, for instance, that numbers were engaged, 
in various and distant parts of the world, in teaching, 
exhorting, admonishing their fellow believers, in the 
truths and hopes of their common faith, — performing 
that part of the ministerial office. Wc read titat 
multitudes were baptized into the new faith ; cer- 
tainly not in all cases by the hands of the apostles 
themselves. Peter commanded many to be bap- 
tized. Paul even rejoices that he himself had bap- 
tized few or none ; and yet his converts were bap- 
tized Who baptized them ? Do you say that every 
disciple who so employed himself was especially or- 
dained to the priestly q0ce : and yet that this fact is 
never once stated in the New Testament? You may 
say so. But what proof is there of your assertion ? 
What reason is tiiere that we should implicitly be- 
lieve what you say? Consider again the circum- 
stances relating to the ordinance of the lord's Sup- 
per, in the primitive age of Christianity, This rite 
seems to have been celebrated very frequently in all 
the churches. It was not always celebrated in a 
decorous and edifying manner. The apostle Paul 
complains to the behevers in Corinth of some great 
and shameful irregularities in this respect. But 
amongst the irregularities with which he charges 
them, is there one word about the sacred ordioance 
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having been administered by the hands of some 
unordained person ? Not a syllable. Do you say 
then, that in this and similar cases, numerous as 
they must hare been, the ordinance always was 
administered by the hands of a regularly ordained 
priest ? — that the fact of its being so, and the neces- 
sity for its being so, were too notorious ever to 
require to be once mentioned in the whole New 
Testament? — that amidst all the disorders which 
then occurred in respect to this ordinance, it never 
once occurred that it was administered by the hands 
of an unordmned person, so as once to require the 
mention of such an irregularity in the whole New 
Testament? You may say this too. But where is 
the proof of your assertion ? What reason is there, 
that we should impUcitly believe what you say ? 

Does it any where appear from the Christian 
Scriptures, that the apostles warned the believers 
against accepting the ministerial services of any 
persons, or censured and rebuked such persons 
themselves, merely because they took upon them to 
dischfirge these offices without regular ordination? 
Never in one instance. But we do find the apostles, 
Paul and John especially, frequently warning the 
converts against the services of certain men, who 
assumed to be teachers in the churches, merely be- 
cause those men taught pernicious errors, and 
encouraged to evil practices ; — that is, because of 
their intellectual and moral unfitness to fulfil the 
duties of the ministerial office. Now, in this the 
authority of the Scriptures is directly in opposition 
to the advocates of Apostolical Succession. They 
tell us, that regular ordination is absolutely essen- 
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tial ; but that intdlectual and moral fitness, however 
desirable, is non.esseatial. The venerable dignitary, 
to whose observations I have before alluded, and 
must allude again, insists greatly on this point But 
is it not surpassing strange, that whilst he is dealing 
in loose analogies, drawn from the case of civil 
magistrates and soldiers,— the utter lamenen of 
which [malogies I will shew in due time,— be should 
overlook tiie fact, that all his reasoning of this kind 
is directly opposed to the far more suitable, and far 
more decent analogy, of the primitive church, and 
to the uniform tenor of Scriptural precedents ? 

I am very well aware, my friends, of a certain 
answer which may be ^ven to this strain of argu* 
ment. It may be said, that we must not look into 
the New Testament for a perfect model of all the 
ministries and ordinances of the Christian Church t 
for that the Church was not, in this respect, com> 
pletely formed during the extraordinary times of the 
apostles ; and that we must ratiier look to the ages 
immediately subsequent, when all eodesiastical insti^ 
tutions had settled into their proper and pennanent 
form. This, perhaps, will be said, without hesita- 
tion, by most of the advocates of Apostolical Sue- 
cession. Let it pass for whatever it is thought to be 
worth. Let this appeal to the traditional example of 
the early Church, after the time of the apostles, be 
estimated by every man according to what he oonsi- 
ders to be its true value. I shall explain what I 
consider to be its true, value, when I come, in my 
next Lecture, to enter on some historical and gene^ 
ral views <j£ this subject. But at present, I am only 
esunining the Scriptural evidence on tiie subjeot 
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Now, this admission of the necessity of looking to 
early tradition, subsequent to the age of the apostles, 
amounts to a concession, that the doctrine which I 
am combatting is not, in any proper sense, the doc- 
trine of the Scriptures. At all events, I think I 
have dearly shewn that it is not. It is impossible 
to ima^e a more baseless febrio, than this of Apes- 
toUcal Succession, eo' far as relates to any founda- 
tions in holy writ. There is nothing in the New 
Testament, which wears the slightest appearance of 
a direct appointment of such a peipetual order of 
Christian priests, l^e reference to the case of the 
Jewish priesthood, only serves to shew the utter 
weakness of this theory, by leading us to perceive 
that there is no appointment of the same kind recog- 
nized in the Christian Scriptures.* The incidental 
evidence afforded by these Scriptures is equally 
strong with their silence, in testifying against such 
pretensions. For whilst in the Old Testament we 
read continually, that none but the sons of Aaron 
presumed, or were allowed, to officiate as priests ; on 
the contrary, In the New Testament we read oonti'- 
nually of many persons who discharged ministerial 
functions, in general nithout the slightest intima- 
tion that they had ieet^ ordained priests, uniformly 

* Than ira some occa^wi, on whidi it would have baea to 
Bxceedinglj natural and proper for the ^XMtles to have mentianed 
this l^w of the Christian dispenaation, that their total ailence reSr 
pecting it amounta to the Btrongeat presumption of the eironeoumeu 
of the dtM^trine. Fer example, in 3 Connthiana, v, m. IS, 19, 20, 
where Paul taya, Ihfit God had committed ta him and hia fellow 
apostlea ''the ministiy of recondliation," and that tbej were -"Am- 
baasadora for Christ," he says not one word ahout their ordained 
rocceeecn in thia mauatrj^, thrcn^hout all agea of the Chtvch, 
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without the least hfait that it wsb necasgary for them 
to be ordained priests, by the hands of the apoctles, 
exdusively to discharge tiiese sacred duties. 

Notwithstanding, however, all the weight of this 
evidence, derived both from n^ative and potdtive 
conaderations, it seems to be thought that from a 
few iBolated parts of Scripture, the it^erence may be 
drawn, that Christ himself intended to institute such 
a perpetual order of priests. I must proceed, there- 
fore, briefly to examine some of these passages, and 
to state on what grounds I cannot allow that such 
an inference is, with any confidence or safety, to be 
drawn from them. I begin with the words chosen 
for my text 

Jesus, having commanded his apostles to go, and 
baptize and preach the gospel among all nations, 
says to them, '^ Lo I am with you alway, even unto 
the end of the world." It la first to be considered, 
that no believers of any party, who reflect for a ' 
moment, can attach to this passage the exact literal 
sense which it expresses, according to the usual ac- 
ceptation of the terms, and no further sense what- 
ever. That is impossible ; for if so received, the 
passage would yield no comprehensible meaning at 
all, or none which any party would choose to admit 
as the true meaning. Literally and strictly taken^ 
as we now commonly understand it, the phrase " end 
of the world" signifies the final dissolution of this 
globe, or the complete breaking up of this sublunary 
frame of things. The pronoun "you," literally and 
strictly taken, must signify the twelve, or rather 
eleven, individuals, to whom Christ was then speak- 
ing, and no others. Thus accepted, therefore, the 
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passage would mean, " I, Christ, will be with you. 
eleven individuals till the fiufd dissolutioh of this 
globe." But such a meaning, without any thing fur- 
ther, win be satisfactory to no class of Christians. 
All perceive that either some unusual explanation 
must be given to the words, or else something must 
be added, or understood, beyond what is fully ex- 
pressed. Now, this is a consideration of some im- 
portance. It follows from this, that unless we admit 
the authority of some men, to interpret Scripture for 
all others, (which authority is in part the very thing 
to be proved,) all Christians must use their own rea- 
son, their own private judgment, to interpret this 
passage. Let all do so ; — ^for it is their unquestion- 
able right. But let not some, the episcopal clergy 
for instance, when they have interpreted, or filled up 
the sense of the passage, in their own way, after- 
wards condemn others for doing the very same thing 
which they themselves have been obliged to do. 
Although there should be a difference of judgment 
on the subject. 

They judge the meaning of Christ to be this, — "I 
will be with you, my apostles, and with your regular, 
episcopally ordained successors in the priesthood, 
unto the end of the world." It is well ; they think 
so, and they have a clear right to broach their 
opinion. But surely it is a mere opinion. They 
cannot allege that such must be the meaning of the 
passage, on any critical grounds of judgment; or 
that they have any other grounds for giving it such 
a meaning, than that they are already convinced of 
such an institution of perpetual priesthood being an 
institution of Christianity. Why should not others^ 



who ite not M (Mm^oced, understand the passage 
^fferently ? Why should not this be the meaning 
o( our Lord,— ^" I will be nlth you, my chosen disci- 
ples, and with all my other sincere disciples, as 
many as shall believe on me through your testimony, 
.even imto the end of the world ?"— This, in fact, is 
the meamng ass^ed to the passage continufdly, by 
all Christians, in practical religious discourse. But 
it may be said that this would be unsuitable to the 
context ; inasmuch as Christ is here addres^ng his 
apostles in their ministerial capacity, for he is send- 
ing them amongst all nations, to baptize and to 
preach the gospel. I acknowledge some force, not 
much, in this observation. Then, why should not 
this be the meaning of our Lord, — " I will be with 
you, my apostles, the first preachers of my gospel, 
and yt'Jh all your successors in the same holy work, 
even unto the end of the world, with all who from a 
sincere love to me and to my cause shall engage in 
tiie ministry of salvation," — without thereby imply- 
ing, that none of his disciples should so engage in 
the ministry, unless they were ordained to the office 
in r^ular succesdon from the apostles, by the hands 
of bishops ? This meaning of our Lord's language 
may well be rec^ved by all who think that he con- 
templated the continuance of a ministry in his 
Church, and that by ''the end of the world" is 
meant the close of tim terrestial state. There is 
much to be said in support of this opinion. The 
learned Stillingfleet,* and other scholars, have ably 
defended it ; and though, as will presently be seen, 

• trenicum, Part II. ch. 2. 
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I prefer another intexpretation, supported by equity 
able scholars, yet this, it must be obserred, is no 
essential part of my argument. My candid hearen 
will bear in mind, that the subject discussed in these 
Lectures, is not, whether Christ designed that there 
should be, or foresaw t^at there would be, a perpe- 
tual t^inistry in his Cburch. That is a point on 
which, as it is beside my subject, 1 express no 
opinion here. The only question now E^tated is, 
whether Christ determined that such ministry should 
be confined to an order of men, descending in a line 
of unbroken sucession from his apostles, by episcopal 
ordination. 

I do not surest ^ther of these two senses of 
our Lord's words as being precisely that which I 
myself think to be the true one. But I do surest 
them as being, either of them, as good, as probable, 
in every way as defennble, as that which the advo- 
cates of Apostolical Succession put upon the passage. 
The sense of this passage which I myself incUne to 
think the true one, though I lay no particular stress 
on it, and it is of no material consequence to my ar- 
gument, is different still. 1 conceive that there is 
no occE^ion to supply any thing which is not here 
fully expressed; that the promise was confined to 
the -apostles personally ; and that we should all per- 
ceive this in a moment, if it were not for a misun- 
derstanding of the concluding phrase, " unto the end 
of the world." The original term here translated 
" world," signifies, not this earth, but an a^e, a period, 
or dispensation of time. I conceive the meaning of 
our Lord to have been this,— " 1 will be with you, 
my apostles, endowing you with miraculous power 
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and wisdom, eyen unto the end-of the a^e" — ^that is, 
tiie apostolic age, the life of each of them, the age of 
espedal, nuraculous influences, during which these 
individual i^iostles were to labour in converting all 
nations to the gospel, till the old Jewish dispensation 
qame to an ead, and the new dispensation of grace 
was fuU]'' established. This meaning is very suitable 
to the context. But perhaps some of you may feel 
that you cannpt take my word for the Uct, that the 
expression of Scripture hwe used can properly have 
put upon it such a meaning, novel and strange as it 
may sound to your ears. It is so, however, you may 
be well assured. But I do not wish you to take my 
word for the propriety of this interpretation, I 
could give you, to this effect, the word of several 
regular successors of the apostles by episcopal ordi-. 
nation. It may be sufficient to quote the testimony 
of ont bishop. The learned Dr. Pearce, Bishop of 
Rochester, in his very sensible Commentary on the 
Gospels, says upon this passage, in reference to the 
phrase, even unto the end of the toarld, " rather tc th» 
end of the age ; that is, the end of the Jewish age, 
Thig seeipa tQ limit the promise," he observes, " of 
Buch assistance to l^at period of time.^* The same 
learned bishop, referring to another passage In this 
Gospel where the si^me term occu^, says, " the Greel^ 
word iii«» seems to signiiy age here, as it often doea 
in the New Testament, and according to its mos^ 
proper signification" • 

• See Fearce*B Conunestaiy, Matthew xii, «. 32, Tbere is the high 
SUthotitf of Schleusner for ^viiig an equivalent s^bb tp t(ie word ouokl 
in Matthew xxtm, r. fjO. He wys it meane " vit% ipaa hominia ;" and 
he UaBBlates the pUKage, iyi ntff i/imi tl/u irairat rdr vi'l"'^! ^<" r^ 



9fi 

I trust, my Christian heiMwrs. that after Uhkmi (^ 
gervationa I tofiy call on you to acknowledge, tlut 
this passage of Scripture a&rds no proof of the 
doctrine of Apostolical Succession. If the epiacopid 
cle]^, or any other persons, think proper, they may 
so understand the passage. But it is quite clear, 
that it may* with full as much propriety, he under-. 
Stood in either of several other senses, which g^ve 
no support to any such doctrine. 

I proceed to offer a very few remarks on other 
passages of the New Testament, which seem tp be 
much relied on for tliis purpose. The at^ument 
derived from them, however, involves such a perfect 
assumption of the whole question in dispute, that it 
will not require to be dwelt upon at any length. In 
the eighteenth chapter of this Gospel according ta 
Matthew, Jesus says to his apostles, ** "Whatsoever ye 
shall bind on earth, shall be bound in heaven t and 
whatsoever ye shall loose on earth, shall be loosed in 
heaven". And again, in a similar passage recorded 
in the Gospel according to John, where Jestts, giving 

wvTtKitat ro3 olumt "per cannem vitam vestram vobb adero auzOla 
meo." The learned Hammond also, thoDgh be indineeii (fbr reasoiM 
vtuch e*em to me unmldafactoTy,) to Uflderstaod the phraee here of " the 
end of the world," yet he ia dear that the very eame phiqae, in other 
pkcee, b^ die meatung which I hare preferred. Oa Matthev xxir. «. 3, 
There predselj &e same eipresmon ocean, he aays, "B7 whft haa bean 
Kud, wijl qipear also what ia the trwrtXtta mC oUwif, the concIuBioq 
of the age, For the word aiam literally aignifiee age, and is in a manner 
the English word ynth the Greek tennination, and so it is need 
■ometimea for the age of aam aqd then it wilt denote the con* 
cIuMon or shatting up of that age, or of the Jewish atate which waa 
to be within that age; aecording to that notion of the Jem, that 
there waa a double age, the then pFeH^t, and the futwei"— wdw tl» 
wHled Teiga of the Mww^ 
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his f^KMtles thwc commission, says, "Receive je 
the Holy Ghost. Whosesoever sins ye remit, they 
are remitted uato them; and whosesoever sins ye 
retain, they are rettuned." Without hesitation or 
reserve, this solemn commission is taken by the epis- 
copal dei^ to themselves -, and thereon is built the 
conclusion that they, and they alone, are the minis- 
ters and priests of God under the new dispensation. 
Yes, certainly ; if it be once allowed that tk^ me^ 
in this especial sense, the successors of the holy 
apostles, endowed ivith precisely the same spiritual 
powers; if it be once ascertained, that whatever 
authority Christ bestowed on his apostles, the same 
is bestowed also on a body of priests, officially suc- 
ceeding them in all, ages. But ^ou, my Christian 
hearers, will remember that this is not allowed, is 
not ascertained, but is the very point to be proved ; 
and it would be an insult to the simplest understand- 
ing, to affirm that there is any proof of such aa 
appointment contained in t^ese words of Scripture. 
"Tell the people," says a bishop to his clergy, "that 
ip« have received this authority, which was first given 
to the holy apostles."* To tdl the people so, indeed, 
is easy enough. But may we not observe, in indta- 
tion of a venerable dignitary,' — " It is quite wonder- 
ful, that people will take men's word for this, without 
asking for their credentials." What credentials did 
the holy apostles themselves exhibit? They per- 
formed various miracles. Can their successors do 
the same ? It is notorious, that they pretended to 
do the same, in the Roman Catholic Church, as long 

■ See the Bishop of Esetei's second tnennial Cbaig«. 
£ 
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6s the ignorance and credulity of mankind woiltd 
bear that degree of imposture. But the time for 
*KcA pretensions is past for ever. What sound 
reason, however, can there be, for separating one 
part of the especial endowments of the apostles from 
&nothef part of their especial endowments } for say- 
ing in One age, even thus mueh, and in another age. 
Only so much, belongs also to their successors by 
episcopal ordination, — according as the advancing 
knowledge and freedom of mankind will allow such 
claims to be received? 

But again, perhaps, some of you may not be willing 
to take my humble word for the critical opinion, 
that these powers hestowed on the apostles can be 
restricted to them alone, and iiot descend to their 
successors in the ministry. Again, however, I do 
not wish you to take my word. I will give you, in 
support of this opinion, the word of one of these sup- 
posed successors of the apostles, even of a learned 
bishop of the Church of England now living. Re- 
ferring to that class of passages vre are now consider- 
ing, the bishop of Durham say^, — " Not the slightest 
intimation is given that the power of binding and 
loosing, granted to Peter and the other apostles in a 
greater or less degree, was in ant/ decree to be grant- 
ed after the apostolic age. There is not the slightest 
suggestion," he says, " that the power given to the 
whole body of the apostles was to pass down to their 
successors."* Now, on this point we, as Dissenters, 
shall readily agree with the sentiments of the bishop 
of Durham. But it is rather a curious question to 

• Bw MallbfU SemioBJ, to), tt. pp. 4^1^ 462. 
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determine. What is an obedient, submissive son of 
the Church of England himself to do in this case ? 
He is told by one living bishop, that the very same 
spiritual authority which Christ gave tq his apostles^ 
has descended to the clergy of the present day* 
From this it would seem to follow, that no bishop» 
being pre-eminently' one of the successors of the 
apostles,. can err essentially in the exposition of the 
fundamental truths of Scripture. And yet he is. 
assured, by another living bishop, that there is not 
in boly writ the "slightest intimation," not the. 
*' slightest suggestion," that such spiritual powers aa 
the apostles possessed, were " i« awy degree to be 
granted after the apostolic age," It is sufficient for 
us to say, that these pretended successors of the 
apostles must agree a, little better with one another^ 
in their views of the sense of the Scriptures, before 
they can reasonably expect us to bow to their deci- 
sions, as the sole authorized, competent expounders, 
of the word of God. But I say it is a curious, 
question, What is the poor, perplexed Churchman 
himself to do in this dilemma I If it be not pre-, 
sumptuous in me to give advice in such a matter, I 
would humbly recommend him to follow this reason- 
able plan. Let him well consider, which of the twa 
bishops, thus essentially differing in their application 
of a passage of Scripture, has shewn himself, by his. 
literary publications, to be the most profoundly 
versed in the languages of holy writ, and in all, 
knowledge which is adapted to cast light upon the 
true meaning of the Scriptures. I^et him consider^ 
vrhich bishop has spent his whole life in the quiet, 
diligent pursuit of the sacred studies belougiog ta 
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his clerical profession^ and which hishop has been so 
unfortunate as to be chiefly occupied, (no doubt 
much ag^nst his own wishes,) in mere ecclesiastical, 
political, and personal disputes. And then let the 
perplexed Churchman consider, which bishop, under 
these circumstances, is most likely to give a correct 
Judgment on the meaning and application of a pas- 
sage of Scripture. If this plan will not help him out 
of his dilemma, I fear his case is hopeless. 

It cannot be necessary, my Christian friends, to 
examine any other isolated texts of Scripture in re* 
ference to this subject- A few others, perhaps, may 
be pressed at times into the defence of Apostolical 
Succession ; but if these, which have been noticed, 
are not deemed sufiScient, it is not probable that 
others would be thought to supply the defect. 
Before I conclude, however, there are two points 
relating to the Scriptural evidence for this bold doc- 
trine, on which I would make a single observation. 
The hypothesis of Apostolical Succession is most 
intimately connected with the ecclesiastical institu- 
tion of episcojtaa/, in the form in which it has now 
prevailed for many centuries; and also vrith the 
existence of a tvMe priestly o^ce, of real jmestly /unc~ 
tions, under the Christian dispensation. If either of 
these points were abandoned, the theory of Aposto- 
lical Succession , would fall to pieces of itself, op 
would not be considered by any party to be worth 
upholding. In order, therefore, to shew that the 
doctrine of ApostoUcal Succession is not merely 
traditional, but Scriptural, (which is the only part of 
the subject I am discussing in the present Lecture,) 
it must be proved, both that episcopacy is expres^- 
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instituted in the Scriptures, as the only lawful mode 
of ecclesiastical government, and likewise that real 
priestly functions are expressly assigned in Scrip- 
ture to ministers of the Gospel. Now, I humbly 
conceive, that neither of these institutions can be 
found in the Scriptures, however early they may 
be traced in Christian antiquity. That we sometimes 
read of "bishops," that is, of "overaecMi," in the 
New Testament, must be granted. But that the 
persons so designated in the New Testament held 
the same office, exerdsed the same powers, as a 
bishop in the Roman Catholio Church, or in the 
Church of England, is what no man, well informed 
on the subject, witl seriously mmntain. The bishop 
of the New Testament is the same as the pres- 
byter simply the minister, or chief officer, of each 
particular congregation. In regard also to the office 
of & priest, strictiy so called, as distinguished from 
that of a minister, the office of exclusively ' ad- 
ministering holy fiecraments, of acting peculiarly 
between God and the consciences of sinful men, I 
wholly deny that such an office is any where insti- 
tuted in the New Testament. There is no sense 
in which, according to the Scriptures, any of the 
disciples of Jesus are priests, but that sense in 
which we are all priests, as intimated by the apostle 
Peter, — " a holy priesthood, to offer up spiritual 
sacrifices, acceptable to God, by Jesus Christ." 
These necessary elements of the theory of Apos> 
tolical Succession, therefore, not being clearly con- 
tained in the Scriptures, the theory itself, whatever 
other claims it may have, cannot be truly Scrip~ 
tnrah I shall have further occasion to touch on these 



points before I conclude this course of Lectures ; and 

tberefore leave them at present for your deliberate 
consideration. 

And, now, my fiiends, what will the advocates of 
Apostolical Succession themselves say to this great 
deficiency of Scriptural proofs for their cherished 
opinion ? I cannot answer for what all of them may 
say. Some, perhaps, may still lay the utmost stress 
on their particular interpretation of the few passages 
to which I have referred^ and still declare that 
ApostoUcaJl Succession u; clearly instituted in the 
Scriptures. But I can answer for what some of 
them, some of the most talented, the most learned, 
the most distii^;uished, advocates q( the ^tem, will 
say ; because I know what they have said many 
times, and that very recently. They will say, it is of 
no consequence that episcopacy, and Apostolical 
Succession, are not clearly tai^ht in the Scriptures ; 
fqr that if this were of any consequence, all men 
should at once become Sociniaos, since neither are 
other fundamental doctrines of Christianity, as the 
Trinity, the Atonement, and Original Sin, any more, 
clearly taught in the Scriptures. Eminent divines 
of the Church of England say this ; and they say 
boldly, tiiat Scripture is not the sole rule of faith and 
discipline to Christians, but that tradition is likewise 
of authority. Perhaps some of you may be sur-, 
prised to hear this, and can scarcely give it credit. 
X will therefore read to you the actual words of these 
episcopal divines. I quote from what are called the 
Oxford " Tracts for the Times," It is said, there, in 
No. 85,— " A person who denies the Apostolical 
Succession of the Ministry, because it is not clearly 
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taught in Scripture, ought, if consistent, to deny the 
Godhead of the Holy Ghost, which is no where 
literally stated in Scripture. Yet," it is added, 
" there is something so dreadful in his denying the 
latter, that one may often feel afraid to shew him 
his inconsistency, lest, rather than admit the Aposto- 
lical Succession, he should consent to do so" ; — that 
is, deny the separate personality of the Holy Ghost. 
In the same tract it is said, " If the words Altar, 
Absolution, or Succession, are not in Scripture, 
neither is the word Trinity." In reply to the objec- 
tion, that there are so very few texts which can he 
quoted in support of these pretensions, it is said, in 
the same publication, " On how many texts does the 
doctrine of Ori^nal Sin rest, — that is, the doctrine 
that we are indiridually bom under God's displea- 
sure, in consequence of the sin of Adam ? Oa one or 
two. Again, how do we prove the doctrine of justi- 
fication by faith only ? it is no where declared in 
Scripture."* Such are the admissions which these 
divines make, in order to cause men to feel, that the 
entire system of reputed orthodoxy must stand or 
fall with the doctrine of Apostolical Succession. 
These admissions will some day tell for purposes 
which they Httle contemplate. But with that I have 
no concern at present. 

If the lay members of the Church of England are 
satisfied with this reckless abandonment of Scrip- 
ture, as the clear fountain of their faith, with this 
return to the broken cisterns and muddy pools ot 
tradition, — so let it be. It is their own affair, not 

• See tlie " Oxford Tracta for the TUaei," No. 86, pp. 4, 12. 
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ours. If tbe result should be so, it vUl only g^re us 
a thouaand times more cause than ever, to rejoice 
in the privileges and benefits of our non^conformity. 
But I cannot avoid suspecting that, among the mul- 
titudes of educated, intelligent, thinking, free-minded 
people, belonging to the Established Church, there 
must be many, vrho will soon revolt against this 
attempt of their clergy to lead them back into the 
very servitude of Popery, in order to prosper a most 
desperate effort for recovering the lost ground of 
ecclesiastical and priestly domination, in this Protes- 
tant land. There have been times in her history, 
when the Church of England, boasted, not without 
some shew of truth, to be the very bulwark of 
Protestantism in Europe. And her Protestantism 
did not then consist in mere jealousy and hatred 
towards Papists, but in, at least, a zealous profession 
of Scriptural purity in her faith and constitution. 
I say not here, how much, or how little, consistency 
with these professions, there was in her practical 
ways. But I am bound to admit, that, however diffi- 
cult it might be, formally to reconcile with these 
principles some of the laws and customs of the 
Church of England, there was once much of the 
spirit of these principles in the minds and conduct 
of many of her members, both lay and clerical. No 
where are there to be found nobler defences of the 
authority and sufficiency of Scripture, than in the 
writings ot divines of the English Church. No 
where are there to be found more heart-stirring out- 
bursts of indignant thought and feeUng against 
priestly usurpation, in attempting to impose upon 
the consciences of men what the Scripture, the 
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, revealed word of God, has not imposed. But now, 
the members of the Establishment are told plainly, 
by their own clergy, that " both the history of the 
composition of Scripture, and its internal structure, 
are a^nst its being a complete depository of the 
Divine Will, unless the early Church says it is. 
Now the early Church," they add, ** does not tell us 
this. It does not seem to have considered that a 
complete code of morals, or Church government, or 
of rites, or of discipline, is in Scripture."* The sixth 
Article of the Church of England, indeed, declares, 
that, " Holy Scripture contalneth all things necessary 
to salvation ; so that whatsoever is not read therein, 
nor may be proved thereby, is not to be required of 
any man, that it should be believed as an article of 
the faith, or be thought requisite or necessary to 
salvation." But now, in evasion of this plain Article, 
the members of the Church of England are told, by 
their own clergy, that although the Scriptures be a 
complete rule of faith, they are not a complete rule 
of duty and discipline; that although every thing 
to be believed must be proved out of the Scriptures, 
yet every thing to be observed, in respect to rites, 
and ceremonies, and submission to Church authority, 
need not be so proved ; — ■ a distinction which might 
be honest and innocent enough, if it were not, that 
they themselves include among " rites and discipline," 
some things which they themselves represent as 
being equally necessary to salvation with soundness 
of faithj or even more necessary .-t- And once more. 



• Oxford Tracts, vol. v. pp. 31, 32. 
t Otford Tracts, No. 45. pp. &, 1, 8. 
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what is the object of all this open repudiation of the 
sole authority of Scripture, this becoming entangled 
again with the yoke of the bondage of tradition ? In 
a thousand ways It appears, that the ultimate object 
is the support of Apostolical Succesraon. It is to 
riret on your minds the conviction, that in every 
episcopally ordained clergyman, simply on account 
of such ordination, no matter how weak his intellect, 
no matter how unsanctified his character, you behold 
B direct, genuine successor of the holy apostles ; one 
who has received the very authority which Christ gave 
his apostles, to remit or to retain the sins of men ; 
one to whom you are bound to go for priestly 
services connected with the everlasting salvation of 
your souls. I say again, if the intelligent members 
of the Chin-ch of England like this, if they are satis- 
fied with it, — so let it be. It is their concern, not 
ours.' 1 have only laboured to prove, that no man 
has any Scriptural justification for denoimcing us 
non-conformists, who reject this theory of Apostolical 
Succession, as persons who " invade Christ's Sove- 
reignty, and break through the order which he has 
prescribed." In the next Lecture, I shall endeavour 
to shew that he can be as little justified in this ceo- 
Bure by any historical or general considerations. 
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ON THE SUPPOSED APOSTOLICAL SUCCESSION 
OF A CHRISTIAN PRIESTHOOD. 



LBCTCRS EEVOND. 



"And when thky had ordainbd thih eldbrs in ktkrt 
cburch, and had praykd with fasting, thby cohubndbd 
them to the lokd, on whom thxy bbltbvbd," 

Acts, ziY, Y. 23, 

Fellow Christians, 

I NOW commence the second of three 
Lectures on the supposed Apostolical Succession 
and Authority of a Christian Priesthood. It will ba 
recollected by all who were present at the delivery 
of the iirst Lecture, that I then confined myself to an 
examination of the proper Scriptural evidence on 
this important subject. It was then shewn, I ven- 
ture to believe, that there is nothing in the New 
Testament which wears the sKghtest appearance of 
a direct, solemn, positive appointment of Jesus Christ, 
tiiat under the gospel dispensation the office of mi- 
nistering to men in holy things should be restricted 
to a sacred order of persons, regularly succeeding his 
apostles, in an unbroken line of descent, by episcopal, 
ordination. It was shewn, how completely the case 
of Apostolical Succession differs, in this respect, &om 
that of the Aaronical priesthood under the Jewish 
dispensation, with which it has been so rashly com- 



pared. It was shewn, also, that the full we^ht of 
what may he tenned the incidental evidence of the 
Christian Scriptures, is against this theory of Apos- 
tolical Succession. It vras shewn, Ukewise, that the 
few passages of Scripture, which have been thought 
to afford any positive indication of this doctrine, will 
not by any means warrant the inferences which 
have been drawn firom them; — and this was not 
merely stated as our own opinion, and supported by 
our own reasons, but was proved to be also the 
opinion of very able divines of the Church of Eng- 
land, learned and pious bishops, themselves consi- 
dered to be legitimate successors of the apostles. 
Lastly, it was shewn, by quotations from their own 
works, that the leading advocates of Apostolical 
Succession, in the present day, are very far from 
denying that their system is thus deficient in clear 
Scriptural proof. So far from it, indeed, that they 
openly declare this to be no formidable objection, 
inasmuch, (they say,} as the same objection would 
lie against some of the most essential articles of 
the Christian faith ; and that if men will give up 
Apostolical Succession because it is not clearly 
taught in the Scriptures, they ought for the same 
reason at once to become Socinians. 

These are the points which I endeavoured to esta- 
blish in the former Lecture. By many of my hearers, 
without a doubt, this alone will be considered all- 
sufficient. For, (thanks to God,) we have not yet so 
entirely forfeited the blessings of the glorious Pro- 
testant Reformation, as to abandon the principle, 
that the Holy Scriptures are the only authorized 
Standard of our Christian faith, and of out ChristJAu 
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obligatioDS of every kind ; that beyond what the Holy 
Scriptures teach, beyond what the written word of 
God rerealii or commands, no ecclesiastics have 
lawful power to impose any thing on the consciences 
of Christian people. 

But the defenders of Apostolical Succession have 
recourse to historical testimony, and general reason- 
ing, in support of their bold pretensions. They often 
utter themselves on this subject, as though it were 
as easy for them to prove their legitimate descent, 
in an uninterrupted line of succession, from the holy 
apostles, as it is for any noble family in England to 
prove their descent from illustrious ancestors, who 
lived in the days of the Ti^dors. They likewise often 
employ analogies, and other forms of argument, in- 
tended to shew how certain it is that Christ must 
have appointed Apostolical Succession, and how pre- 
posterous it is in us to question the propriety of 
such an appointment. It is necessary, therefore, 
that we should also enter into some historical and 
general views of this subject ; and such is the task 
which I propose to myself iq the preseut Lecture. 

First, then, let us apply ourselves to the historical 
considerations. Let us inquire into the chief matters 
of /act, which are necessary or useful to guide our 
judgment For this purpose we must ag^n return, 
though it shall be briefly, to the Scriptures. They 
are, in part, historical records j our earliest Christian 
ecclesiastica} annals. Now, as I stated in the former 
Lecture, it is surely not my intention to dispute, 
that the apostles did, on many occasions, ill many 
places, perhaps commonly, appoint some one or 
more of the. most pious and iireproachahle of ttieir 
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converts to minister in various #ays to the churches 
which they planted or visited. There is nothing in 
this Bimple fact which amounts to a proof of th« 
doctrine of Apostolical Succession, or which is incoch- 
sistent with the free principles for which I contend 
in opposition to that doctrine. But if it were other- 
wise, the &ict is too manifest from the Scriptures to 
he honestly denied. Those officers are called hy va- 
rious names in the New Testament. They are 
sometimes termed presbyters, or " elders," as it is 
rendered in our public version ; of which t^m pres- 
iyter, the word priest seems to be but a contraction, 
though it has now a very diflfereut sense.* So we 
read here, in my text, that the apostles having re- 
turned to Lystra, Iconium, and Antioch, where they 
had before preached the gospel, now '* ordained 
them elders," or presbyters, ** in every church." 
Sometimes these officers are called bishops, that is, 
overseers or inspectors, as the name literally signifies ; 
— and some of them are styled deacons. So Paul, in 
the opening of his epistle to the Philippians, address- 
es himself to '* the SEdnts in Christ Jesus, with the 
bishops and deacons" 
It does not follow, however, as you will instantly 

• The histoi? of this word ia curious. It bSotAb an example, not 
merely of a word's changing its sense in caurse of timei but of ha 
actnaOy acqmiing the sense of anoUier word, which originallj was ia 
contemporaneous use with ■ veiy difierent meaning. The ideas now 
associated with the term frittt bebnged among the Jews to the term 
Uptit, (m the Greek of the New Testament,) who was eesentiiil]]' a 
■acred functionary, and not to the term irpm^vrtpac (of which priest ig 
a contraction,) who was not a sacred fuoctioDaiy, not necessarily "ia 
holy orders," among the Jews, but was often, and might be alwi^Si 



3,q,i,.cd by Google 



41 
perc^re, that these three names, or title?^ must de- 
signate three distanct orders of men ; since it is very 
possible, and may proTe upon inquiry to be the fact, 
that two names are given to the same class of per- 
sons ; the one name, that of elders or presbyters^ 
being originally more descriptiTe of their age and 
chfuwjter ; the other name, that of bishops or over- 
seers, being more especially descriptive of their office 
and duty. In this manner precisely, we now call 
the same persons sometimes senators, and sometimes 
legislators; the one name being, etymologically, 
descriptive of their age, or consequent wisdom, and 
the other of their functions. Still less does it follow, 
that these names must denote exactly the same three 
degrees of ecclesiastical rank, as are now acknow- 
ledged in the Roman CathoUc and English Churches. 
Whether it be so or not, has been one of the most 
eagerly and laboriously contested questions among 
learned Protestants. It is the very question, for' 
instance, which to tliis day divides the established 
Church of Scotland from the established Church a( 
England. I am not about to drag you through this 
old controversy, respecting the Presbyterian and the 
EpiscopaUan models of Church Polity. I do not ask . 
you to take part on either side of this famous contro- 
versy. It is not required for our present argument 
But on which ever side the truth lies, as a late able 
writer on the sulqect has justly observed, " It is a 
question on which at least full half of the abiUty and 
erudition of Protestant Europe has, ever since the 
Reformation, been opposed to the theory of the 
EngUsh Episcopal Church." 
However, though it may be of no essential impor- 
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tance, in our present inquiry, to conclude for either 
side of this disputed question ; yet it is of some im~ 
portance to remember that there is such a question, 
and has been such a question for ages, and that thou- 
sands of learned and pious CliristiaDS have decided 
it against episcopacy. It is of importance to bear 
this in mind, because it shews at once, how extremely 
uncertain must be the historical as well as the Scrip- 
tural grounds, on which this particular theory, the 
essentially episcopal theory, of Apostolical Succession 
rests. I ask you, as reasonable men, to consider if it 
be not most improbable, that God and Christ hare 
suffered an institution of the gospel, with which such 
momentous consequences are said to be connected, 
— -eveuj as we are told by its advocates, the only 
rightful and effectual administration of the blessed 
sacraments, — to be supported only by evidence so 
doubtful to the minds of die most serious hearted 
Christians, the most diligent and most competent 
inquirers after divine truth ? Is it admitted to be so 
with any other institution of revealed religion ? Is 
not the very thought almost derogatory to the 
infinite wisdom, justice, and compassion of God ? 

But leaving these considerations, and allowing 
that the episcopalian is right in the view wliich he 
takes of the several orders of ministers appointed by 
the apostles, (though I firmly believe Le is wrong,) 
yet how vastly does this fall short of proving the 
doctrine for which he contends ! In order to prove 
this, he must shew, not only that the apostles did 
often appoint such ecclesiastical officers for the early 
churches, but that this was always done, in every 
instance. He must prove, that there was no true 
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church of beUevers, no effectual use -of the ordi- 
nances of baptism and the euchaiist, no real spiritual 
fellowship with Christ, no valid claim to the hlessinga 
of the Christian covenant, — except where these 
ordained priests, or the holy apostles in person, 
ministered to the souls of the feithful. Now this, 
assuredly, he never can prove. There is no sufficient 
evidence of it as a fact, in the historical parts of 
Scripture ; as there is no sufficient evidence of itft 
being held necessary, in the didactic parts of Scrip- 
ture. That it either was or well could be so, is ren- 
dered by the circumstances of the primitive believers 
next to impossible. The various and rapid ways in 
which the glad tidings of the gospel were spread in 
that age, in divers regions, and converts made and 
baptized into the new faith, renders the supposition, 
that each particular society of Christian believers 
had, from the beginning, and downwards in un- 
broken succession, the services of an ordained priest- 
hood, a supposition so contrary to all probability, 
that it cannot be reasonably assiuned without proof. 
Nor, to leave the Scriptures, can it be shewn, 
that the eariy Christians in general considered it 
necessary, that any society oi believers should prove 
such to have been its history, before they could 
receive that particular society, or any member of it, 
into Christian fellowship, and acknowledge it to be 
a true branch of the Catholic Church. It may 
be shewn, perhaps, that the early Christians recog- 
nized the positive fact of a succession of teachers 
from an apostle, or an apostolic man, in any particu- 
lar church, as a sufficient proof of that church being 
entitled to fellowship with the Church universal ; and 
o 
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so tt cleatljr was. But this will not establish ^e 
doctrine of the necessity of Apostolical Succession, as 
Chillingworth ably argues in a rimilar case .• To 
establish this doctiioe, you must shew, not only that 
a regular succession of teachers frran the apostles 
was considered to be an honourable distinction in 
any church, and a sufficient proof of catholicity, 
(which it evidently was,) but you must shew further, 
that this was considered to be the only sufficient 
{iroof, an essential evidence, of catholicity. Now, 
tiiat cannot be shewn. On the contrary, it would 
appear from many testimonies, that soundness and 
congeniality of faith, holding the great and pure 
pinciples of Christian faith, was likewise considered 
hi early times to be a sufficient evidence of catholi- 
city in any particular church, without ApostoUcal 
Succession, or even direct Apostolical foundation. 
Tertullran, himself, though highly commending Eom6 
chorehes for thtii direct apostolical origin, and the 
Apostolical Succession of their pastors, at the same 
time expressly mentions dther rfiurches, which could 
aSBcrt no such claims, and which yet were received 
into the fellowshq» of the feithful. He speaks of 
" those churches which, although they could produce 
BO one of the apostles, or of apostolic men, as thdr 
founder, yet, agreeing in the same faith, are no less 
to be accounted apostolical, on account of similarity 
erf doctrine."'!- That many of the Fathers, and early 
Christian writers, make a great talk about Apostolical 

• See ChiEingworth's " Religion of Proteslants," &c. Ch. VI. ■■ 40, 41. 

f TertoUiaii, De Prescript. Hnretic. XXXII. Every thing aucicnt 
and generally received wia called Jpostolical by the Fathers, 
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Suocesaion, u oertun ; but the uaprejudiced atudeat 
of ecclesiastioal history will think little of t^, when 
be remembers of how many other things these writers 
make grave profession, which ao sane person caa 
now believe, or respect. 

This I humbly conceive, therefore, to be the fair 
deduction, the full amount of all that can be proved^ 
from genuine Christian antiquity, induding the his- 
torical books of Scripture, on this interesting point. 
Immediate Apostolical origin, unbroken Apostolical 
Succession of teachers, was a recognized fact in 
regard tA some churches ; and wherever it was re- 
cognized, was allowed to be, as it manifestly was, 
an advant^ie and a distinction. But it was not a 
universal fisictv allowed in regard to all Christian 
churches ; taid still less, was it held to be esseiUtal 
in any church to the most perfect enjoyment of the 
epiritual privileges and fellowship of the gospel of 
Christ. Now, if this be so, remark the consequence 
which follows. It completely overthrows the modem 
episcopal doctrine of Apostolical Succession, The 
supporters of this doctrine tell us, that the episcopal 
clei^ of the present day succeed the holy apostles, 
by unbroken, uninterrupted descent, and that such 
descent constitutes fbeir exclusive right to adminis- 
ter the holy ordinances of the gospel. But observe, 
that if only one presbyter or teacher, only one 
eminent Christian believer, proceeded in early times 
from a chtu>ch whose apostolic origin and succession 
was not proved, nor required to be proved, and oame 
eventually to be elected a bishop in some other 
church,— if this ever happened once, as in all proba- 
bility it happened many times, in the great iuter-r 
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course which took place among C3iri»tians in those 
ages, from the most distant parts of the Roman 
Empire, from the East to the West, from Jerusalem 
to Greece, and to Alexandria, and to Rome, and 
to Spain, and to Britmn, — then, lo ! by this single 
occurrence the entire chain of successsion is broken, 
and never can, without a miracle, be again restored 
to soundness. The whole series would, by that 
single event, be vitiated ; and any or every episcopal 
clergyman now living, may be glorying in his Apos- 
. tolical Succession which, from some such accidental 
cause as this, may be nothing but a dream of his 
own fancy. 

Before we entirely quit this part of the subject, 
however, there is another consideration to be weigh- 
ed. In order to establish the theory of ApostoBcal 
Succession, in the strict form in which it it is now 
broached, it will be necessary to prove, not only that 
the mode of church government, and the ministerial 
offices, first sanctioned by the Apostles, were identi- 
cal with modem episcopacy, which yet cannot be 
proved in the judgment of half the Protestant world ; 
— not only that this ecclesiastical order viaa univer- 
sally adopted in the primitive churches, before inter- 
course with other Christians could be enjoyed by any 
one church, or by any of its individual members, 
which yet cannot be proved either, being contrary 
to many focts, and to numberless probabilities ; — but 
also, that this ecclesiastical order, even wha% it was 
introduced, was considered by the apostles to be an 
int^ral, unchangeable part of the Christian reli^on, 
so that any departure from this order should invali- 
date the acts of the professed ministers of the 
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gospel, and deprive believera of some of the most 
solemn benefits of their holy calling, vrhich yet caa 
be as little proved as either of the two former propo- 
sitions. This view of episcopal ordination, as being 
not merely ancient and good, but a permanent, fixed 
requirement of the Christian reli^on, essential to any 
certain possession of its spiritual blessings, is clearly 
implied in the doctrine of Apostolical Succession, as 
it is now f^quently propounded. It is freely de- 
clared by the most eminent advocates of this doctrine, 
*'Why" says one of these divines, ''should we talk 
so much of an Establishment, and so little of an 
Apostolic Succession ? Why should we not seriously 
endeavour to impress our people with this plain 
truth, — that by seperating themselves from our com- 
munion, they separate themselves not only from a 
decent, orderly, usefiil society, but from the only 
church in tiiis realm which has a right to be quite 
sure that she has the Lord's body to give to the 
people".* This, indeed, is plain enough. How far 
it is from absolute Popery, I leave you to judge. 

And yet, this very assumption, of the divine, ea^ 
sential character of episcopacy, with its peculiar 
rites and onllnations, has been utterly denied by 
8ome of the most learned and pious episcopalians, 
by some of the moat renowned divines of the Chm-ch 
of England. The words of Bishop Burnet in parti-, 
cular are most express on this point, and I wili 
therefore read them. "' The order of the clergy," 
he e&ys, " does not appear from Scripture to be a 
positive institution of Christianity, in any manner. 

• See " Oxford Tracto tor ib Houa," No. 4, p. 5, 
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The appointiiig of elders, by the Holy GhoBt'a 
immediate direction, to a single church, or congr&> 
gation ; or by the apostles, who had the in&llible 
Spirit, which was the same thing j and their direct- 
ing others to appoint elders in the sereral cities 
where Christianity prevailed,— is not a sufficient 
ground to go upon, for calling the order of the 
clei^ a positive institution of Christ ; because it 
does not appear that Christ gave any directiong 
about that matter ; and because the jostles never 
mentlou it as such ; but only as a prudential, proper, 
and useful office ; they never represent it as being 
of the essence even of the visible Church of Christ ; 
and be^des, because it has been fully made out by 
the most learned writers, to be entirely taken from 
the model of the Jewish Synagogue, which, we 
are pretty sure, was not of divine institution." • 
So says the candid bishop of Salisbury ; and in so 
saying, as I humbly conceive, he has stated the 
whole truth of the matter. The Christian rehgion 
does not comprise, among its divine priuciplea, any 
ecclesiastical arrangements whatever. In its hea^ 
Tenly simplicity. It consists only of truths, com- 
mandments, hopes* and promises, not in any degree 
of forms. It is purely a spiritual dispensation. It 
has no more concern, essentially, with the priestly 
ordinations about which ecclesiastics differ, than it 
had with the " meats and drinks," which disturbed 
the peace of the converts in early times. But when 
the apostles bad succeeded in collecting a consider- 
able numba: of believers, in any one place, they saw 

* See Bnnef a " Full Ezaniuatioii ol lerail iu^Mntant poiotai", 
tie., 1718. p. 109. 
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ft e!icpedient in the exercise of their wise discrelinh, 
orerruled as they were in all Oieir ways by the divine 
and holy Bpirit which they had received, to appoint 
presh^terSf or overseers, to preside over tiiese churches 
in their spiritual communion, and deacon* to manage 
their htimhle temporal concerns ; and the forms of 
the Jewish Sjfnagogue, with which the apostles were 
&miliar, afforded them a model for this purpose. 
But this, as the enl^htened prelate whom I have 
just quoted rightly obserres, will not warrant us in 
considering the arrangements which ^e apostles 
thus sanctioned, even granting that modem episco- 
pacy faithfully copies those arrangements, to be a 
positive divine Institution of Christianity. "The 
apostles never mention it as such," as the bishop re- 
marks ; *• Christ never gave any directions about the 
matter." But this again, — almost tiie very possibi- 
lity that it may be so, without insisting on the cer- 
tainty that it is BO, — completely overthrows the high 
doctrine of Apostolical Succession. That which is 
not in itself a divine institution, cannot be the 
exclusive channel of communicating divine blessings 
to the souls of Christian believers. 

Nothing, surely, could be more unfortunate, for 
those who ascribe a proper divine c&xxi, and priestly 
function, to the ministers of the early CSiristian 
churches, than this fact, which learned men have so 
amply proved, that all the arrangements which the 
apostles seem to have sanctioned in this respect, 
were copied from the Jewish Synagogue. Surely, if 
the apostles had intended to establish a divine order, 
and had chosen to copy at all from the inststutionB 
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of their country, they would have gone to the TetHfU 
for their model, not to the Spiagogue. The Temple, 
with all its functionaries and ceremomes, was of 
dirine appointment, and none but priests could offi- 
date therein. The Synagogue was never considered 
to he a divine institution ; it vras no part of the ordi- 
nances of the Law of Moses ; and its ministers and 
officers were not required to be priests. The reason- 
ings of the modern episcopal clei^ on this point, 
therefore, are all founded upon analogies which are 
grossly erronequB. They assume that the ministers 
of the gospel succeed, as an order of divine function- 
aries, to the priests of Israel. Nothing can be more 
false, according to the intimations of Scripture. I 
remarked, in the first Lecture, that this false ana^ 
logy is assumed by tiie venerable dignitary, whose 
sermon on this subject has recently been published 
in this city. Let us now hear what an older divine 
of the Church of EngWid observes on this subject. 
"The rulers of the Church under the gospel," says 
StiUingfleet, "do not properly succeed the priests 
and Levites under the law, whose office was ceremo- 
monial. The priests under the law were never or- 
dained by the impo^taon of bauds, as the elders and 
rulers of the synagogue were. It is, then, a common 
mistake, to think that the ministers of the gospel 
gucceed by way of correspondence and analogy to 
the priests under the law ; which mistake hath been 
the foundation and originfd of many errors. Hereby," 
he observes, " we see how unhappily those arguments 
succeed, which are brought from the analogy between 
the Aaronical Priesthood^ to endeavour the setting 
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up of a divine right of a parallel superiority undei^ 
the gospel"* Unhappily enough, surely I 

Let us now, my friends, proceed another step in 
our inquiry. Let us carry our historical views down- 
wu*ds, from the apostolic age, to the ages immedi- 
ately following. In passing on t6 this part of the 
subjectj however, i cannot avoid quoting again the 
pdthy observations of a learned writer to whom I 
have before alluded; — an episcopal divine of the 
Church of England, be it remembered ; for I like to 
quote unprejudiced authorities in this matter. " An- 
tiquity," says Stillingfleet, speaking on this very 
point, " is most defective where it is most useful ; 
namdy, in the times immediately after the apostles, 
which must have been most helpful to us in this 
inquiry. For, who dare, with confidence, beUeve the 
conjectures of Eusehnts, at three hundred years dis- 
tance from apostolical times, when he hath no othet 
testimony to vouch, hut that of an uncertain C3e- 
ment, and the Commentaries of Heges^ppuSt whose 
relations and authority are as questionable as many 
of the reports of Euaebias himself in reference to 
those elder times." After remarking on a confes- 
non of Eusehius, that nothing was known on this 
subject beyond what is stated in the Scriptures, he 
continues, " What becomes, then, of our imquestion- 
able line of the succession of the bishops of several 
churches ? Is it come to this at last, that we have 
nothing certian but what we have in the Scriptures ? 
And must, then, the tradition of the Church be our 

• See iTtttiema, Part II. eb, 6, 8. 11, — where will be found 
bIm a complete proof of the confomuty between the ^^bzXj Chrutiaii 
churcbra and the Jewish synagogues. 
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rule to interpret the Scriptures by ? An excellent 
way to find out the truth, doubtless, to bend the rule 
to the crooked stick, to make the judge stand to the 
opinion of his lacquey, what sentence he shall pasS 
lipon the cause in question ; to make Scripture stand 
cap in hand to tradition, to know whether it may 
speak or not. Are all the great outcries of Aposto- 
lical tradition, of perpetual succession, of unques- 
tionable records, resolfed at last into the Scripture 
itself? Then let Succession know its place, and 
leam to vaile bonnet to the Scriptures. And withal, 
let men take heed of over-reaching themselves when 
they would bring down so large a catalogue of single? 
bishops, from the first and purest times of the 
Church."* This a^in, however quaintly and sar- 
castically expressed by the learned author, is the 
whole truth of the matter. There is no historical 
proof of an unbroken succession of bishops in the 
early churches, subsequent to the age of the apostles. 
Eusebius, the ecclesiastical historian of the third 
century, confesses the contrary ; though, because he 
Has amused his readers with a pretended Hst of 
bishops, he has been confidently referred to for the 
opposite opinion. But he says expressly, " It is hard 
to find out who succeeded the apostles in the church- 
es planted by them, unless it be those mentioned in 
the writings of Paul."-!- This again is the truth. 
But if it be hard, by proper historical eridence, to 
prove apostolical, episcopal succession, in the very 
churches planted by the apostles, whose history is in 
general best known to us, how impossible must it be 
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to prove the game io regard to the numerous other 
ehurcheSj in diBtant parts of the world, of whoso 
early history we know little or nothing. But yet, 
since the members of those distant churches often 
travelled, and settled as ecclesiaBtlcs in other parts, 
it would be necessary to prove this respecting all of 
them, in order to give us any assurance that the line 
of Apostolical Succ^s»on has not been frequently 
interrupted. Some nations, so far as their scanty 
history will enable us to judge, app^u* at first to have 
had no bishops. In some, there was only one bishop 
for a whole country. In some, there were long in- 
tervals of time, during which there was no bishop j 
— long enough, to render impossible the episcopal 
ordination of the presbyters, out of whom the new 
bishop was afterwards chosen. 

"This succession," observes Stillingfleet again, 
"is not so evident and convincing in some places* 
as it ought to be to demonstrate the thing intended. 
It is not enough to shew a hst of some persons in 
the great churches of Jerusalem, Autioch, Rome, 
and Alexandria, (although none of these be unques- 
tionable,) but it should be produced at Fhilippi, 
Corinth, Caeserea, and in all the seven churches of 
Asia. But in none of the churches most spoken of 
is the succession so clear as is necessary." After 
proving the Ixuth of this remark in several cases^ 
he concludes by saying, " so much to shew bow far 
the clearest evidence for succession of bishops from 
apostolical times is from being convincing to any 
rational man." * 

• frffllnm, Ptot II. Ch. 6. «. 17. 
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Let it be clearly understood, however, thst I do not 
dispute the fact> that in some oi the early chtm^ee 
tiiere was a regular succession of bish(^, in tfa« 
ages immediately follovring the age of t^e ^wstles. 
This, as mere matter of history, cannot be denied. 
It must hare been so ; and it {dalnly vas so. It 
arose of necessity out of the episcopal form of 
diurch government, wherever that became a settled 
institution. And I grant that episcopacy did become 
a settled institution, in many fdaces, in v»y eariy 
times. It is a form of ecdesiRstical pol^ extremely 
ancdent, and, t say freely, renerable for its antiquity. 
I pronounce no condemnation, pour no scorn, uttc^ 
no unqualified censure, upon episcojmcy. I have no 
doubt that it grew up in the most natural manner, 
out of circumstances in the early churches which it 
irould be easy to explain. I have no doubt, that 
both the ori^n of the institution itself, and the eleva- 
tion of individual presbyters to the e^dscopal rank, 
are to be attributed, in most oases, fiir more to a 
trise discretion, and to pre-eminence in CSiristiail 
virtue and inety, than to any causes or motives of a 
less worthy kind. I am not aiming, tiieref(H%, in 
these Lectures, to bring eplscc^wcy into contempt. 
I have no wish in my heart to see it made contempti- 
ble. Would, that its zealous friends never did aay 
tlung more calculated to produce this effecL I am 
not seeking to promote any sectarian objects, or to 
gratify any sectarian feelings. I am, as I thhik, 
dmply pleading the holy cause of Cfaristiui truth, 
peace, liberty, and charity. Let episcc^acy ftcntinue 
in the world, if she may. Let her enjoy the tempo- 
ral honours whi(^ the fortunes of the world have 
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■hofTond apon ber fevoured head. But let her not 
pMBome to tell me, and the millions of Christians 
who think and feel with me on this point, that we 
hav« no sure interest in the benefits of the Lonl's 
death, that v« have no place in the true Church of 
Qirist, unless we submit ourselves implicitly to her 
[Houd daims of exclusive Apostolical Successitm, 
mission, and audiority. .J^ainst such claims, fidelity 
to our own couBciences, to God, and to our blessed 
Master, compels us to revolt. Let individuals con- 
tinue to be ^iscopalians, as thinking that the best 
and most ancient form of church politjr. Iiet them ■ 
continue members of the episcopal Church of £ng^ 
land, if the^ think proper. I have clearly shown 
that they may do so, and yet join with me, heart and 
soul, in all which X have said against Apostolical Suc- 
cession, Unless, indeed, many of the mout pious 
and iearoed divines Uiat have ever adorned the Esta- 
blished Church of this country, are to be pronounced 
inccmsistent, trtutorous members of th^ own cont- 
mumty ; for out of their rich annoury have I chi^y 
fknushed myself with the we^nms. Scriptural and 
historioal, which I have humbly endeavoured to 
wield in this r^hteous cause. 

Having toudied upon this fact, let ma dwdl upon 
it for moment. Tn these Lectiures, of course, I am. 
oUi^d to treat the sub}ect ia a very general and 
pabular manner. &it if any of my hearers should 
tdAk ta study the sul^ect more cuefully, to findt 
erery (KHiM: for whit^ I contend fully estabUfdied, by 
IMofound learning and powerful reasoning, I refer 
them, — not to any prejudiced non-conformist writer, 
but to one of tiie most iUustxiouB divines of (be 



50 

Church of Bi^land. I refer ih&ca to tbe ^(ii and. 
seventh chapters of the second part of Stillingfleet'a 
Irenicum. They vrill there find the question deter- 
mlued in the most masterly way. One feeling, how-. 
erer, I suspect tliey will not derive fmai this peruaaL 
They will not be inspired with much admiration of 
those prelates, or dignitaries, in the present day* 
who, without any attempt to confute these great 
luminaries of their own Church, without displaying, 
(I do not say without possessing,) any particular 
competency to re-argue and re-judge these questions^ 
content themselves, even on the most suitable occa*. 
dons for such an argument, at episcopal and arch- 
deaconal visitations, with the most meagre exhorta- 
tions to their clerical brethren, to " tell the people," 
to " remind the people," of tiie undoubted truth <rf 
Apostolical Succession, of the divine right of episco- 
pacy, and of their own exclusive power effectiuilly 
to administer the holy sacramraits. Why is this 
to be deemed sufficient ? Is it merely because the 
clergy, (at least in the judgment of these bishops and 
dignitaries,) have all solemnly subscribed to the 
doctrines in question, as contained in the ordination 
services of the Church } Even if thaZ were certain, 
(which it is not,) still, is all reverence due to fonns> 
and none to truth ? Is a formal assent to the lituiv 
gy and Ordinal, which the clergy are compelled to 
make by the laws of their Church, to weigh with 
them for ever above all other considerations, to fetter 
their judgments against the demonstrationB of thdjr 
own great writers, to sway their consciences more 
than the Holy Scriptures, to make them all tiieir 
lives long, and throughout all ages, mere repeat^m 
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of old dogmas ? And this assumption, too, is made 
by a prelate who, on other occasions, when it an- 
swers other purposes, does not hesitate to tell the 
world, that suhscription to the Thirty-nine Articles 
does not imply helief in the truth of all which those 
Articles contain,* Surely, consistency might be 
preserred, if, for some time to come, we must hope 
for nothing bettcir. 

' It cannot be thought necessary, my Christiaa 
friends, to pursue the historical consideration of th^ 
subject any further. I will therefore merely offer a 
general observation or two in reference to the later 
ages of the church. The episcopal ordination of 
tiisse times, and of this country, is plainly all dmved 
through the Roman Catholic Church of former ages. 
"What the annals of that Church, or rather the 
annals of universal Chriatendom, exhibit, with regard 
to the manner <rf procurii^, bestowing, and employ- 
ing ecclesiastical dignities, for many centuries, is 
well known to every intelligent person. Is such in- 
formation adapted to give us any confidence in the 
unbroken continuity, the uncontaminated purity, of 
Apostolical Succession, even if we could believe that 
it had escaped all injury down to the middle and 
dark ages 'i During those ages, ccmverts to the gospel 
were often made in multitudes, as the chances of 
war, or the caprice of princes, might determine. 
Who ^all be certain, that they were all duly bap- 
tized by a duly ordained priest ? And yet, any one 
<rf them might himself come to be a priest, and a 
bishop ; and if his baptism or ordination were not 

' Biibop (tf Exeter's Speecb in the House of Lorda on Reform 
IB tbi Unirerntiw, 
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vaM, the consequences Ttaght sfihct nundtwA «i the 
dergy for ^ generatioDS. During those age^ epi»- 
cc^pol sees were frequently bartered sway and sold, 
procured for boya, or for pvo%;ates^ by money, ot 
poUtical influence, or in ways atill more diBgrae^^. 
TVbo shall be certain, that in aU these instances 
scrupulous care was taken by the parties to jKcserre 
Apostolical Succession ? And yet, If this was either 
wilfully or earelessly selected in any such case, iSie 
consequences might idfect the holy orders of many 
e( the clei^ for many genemtions. These matters 
appear trifling enough in th^uselves, and one is 
almost ashamed to dwelt upon t^em for a mcnnent. 
But they are forced into impcotance, one is obliged 
to con^der them; by the absurd pretence, that alt 
the episcopal ctergy of tiw {H-esent day certunly 
hare a divine coaimisnon, delivered down to them 
in regular succession, " through an nntumken. fine of 
^hops," from the hdy apostles ;— that "we have 
now among us tbe ordained hereditary witnesses of 
the truth, conveying it to us through an unbroken 
series from our Lord Jesus Christ and his i^Kistles." 
Is this a ftict? Is tiiere any certinnty, any proha- 
Infity, that it is a fact ? We may doubtless believe 
it, if we win, as a most astonishing miracle ; for, 
Hothing less than a great miracle it i%, if it ^ a foot. 
But why the Christian people of these kingdoms, 
why the enlightened members of the Church of 
England themselves, should believe t^s miracle; 
without any divine promise (^testimony, simply on 
being "told of it," and ** reminded of it," by their 
clergy, is a question which I shall willingly leave 
them to decide. 

L-,l,zi;i:,vG00gk' 
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I akaXl now claim your kind ^tendon, my Chxvt- 
tian hearers, but^ for a short time, whilst I examine 
some specimens of general reasoning, which hare 
been employed in support of the ezclusive divine 
authority of the episcopal clei^. Analogies, and 
other modes of general argument, h^Te been used, 
to shew the necessity and propriety of this supposed 
ordination of Christ. Its advocates assure us, on- 
moral and general conaderations, that it ought to 
be 60, and must be so, aud therefore we should 
MEpect to find it so instituted in the Soriptures. I 
am forcibly renunded here of what the eloquent 
Hooker observes of this mode of argument. " But; 
if there be no such thing apparent upon record," he 
says " they do as if one should demand a Legacy by 
force and virtue of some written Testament, wherein 
there being no such thing specified, he pleadeth 
that it must needs be, and bringeth arguments from 
the love and good will, which always the testator 
bore him, imagining, that these or the like proofs 
will convict a Testament to have that in it, which 
other men can no where by reading find."* Indeed, 
it seems to me, that the case of the episcopal clergy 
is considerably woi^e, than this ingenious illustra- 
tion of Hooker would make it appear. For not only 
is there no mention whatever of the legacy which 
they claim, — and a rich legacy it is, nothing lesa 
than exclusive spiritual authority to rule and govern 
the Church of God for ever, — not only is there no 
mention of any such legacy for them in this New 
Testament of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Cluist, 

f , EcclHiutica] PolHr, B. Ill, eimlmim. 
I 



Imt I tiave yet to tearn what ptcfoS ikey can g{T«, 
l&at tlie Testator in this ^vine coTcnant of gracfe 
had any such special good will for them, beyond ^ 
liSs other sincere disdples in all ages, for 9rhota he 
'died, and whom he stili loveth with an equal and 
itnpaiiliai lore. 

The venerable d^itary to whose Sermon on tbk 
Subject I several times alluded in my first Lecture^ 
lias had recourse to some general ai^uments of ^m 
Innd. He be^ns his discourse by stating that^ 
*' Whenever the sovereign, by charter, or commit' 
^OB, invests certain individualsi, or bodies of men« 
Vrith power to do eertmn acts, the priril^ie, or ex^ 
elusive power of doing such acts is sttictly limited 
to those persons, who derive their authority in no 
degree from their fitness to discharge the offices to 
WhicAi they are aj^inted, ,but wholly and solely 
from the tenor of ibe royal commission, Hius, t4 
give en instance which is familiar to all, there are 
in every county, and in every considerable town, per- 
feons appointed by commission or charter from the 
Crown to act as Justices, or Guardians of the pub- 
ttc peace ; and by the terms of their cmnmissionj 
«11 other persons are virtually excluded and dis- 
qualified from doing, with legal effect, any of tise 
acts which those who are named in the commission 
have full authority to do."* This analogy the vene- 
K^le dignitary immediately appUes, not only to thd 
case of the holy apostles, (which is proper enough,) 
but also, with equal confidence, to the episcopid 
dxsegy of the present day, who, by virtue of tfaoit 

* B«e Precentor Itnn't Smvoo, f, fi, 
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Ap^sto^eal rar^nation^ a& he argues, must tiave t)tw 
^KclitsiTe right of euga^ng in the Christian priest. 
lM>od. IHow, ini this piece of reasoning, to my mint^ 
there 19 one trifling flaw. It just takes for granted 
the buth of his own opinion, in order thereby to 
prore its truth; — a conTenient and, no doubt, a 
^ta^actory iaod« of reasoning, to the party using it, 
but not quite so satisfactory to his opponents. It 
^nply and coolly begs the whole question in dis- 
pute, between the reverend preacher, and alt those 
Christians of other denominations, against whose 
jvactices he is ai^uing, and to whom he pointedljf 
alludes in the course of his sermon. It fuUy takes 
for granted that the episcopal clergy are a body of 
persons,— or at least, that there isj^ and must Ik, 
somewhere in the Church of Christ, a body of per- 
iOUS, — invested by him with peculiar ^ritual power 
wd authority. If indeed this be so, there can be no 
doubt, — it follows from the very nature of all autho-, 
rity, — that those persons must have the exclusiTo 
light and privilege of doing certain acts, and they 
must be acting under a special commission from 
Christ. This being once granted, therefore, I do not 
say that episcopal ordination might not be as good 
a method of bestowing that commission as any other,. 
or that the episcopal clergy have not as strong claims 
a^ imy others to be considered that very body of 
persons. But, that there is any such body of persona 
ip the Church of Christ, or ever has been since the 
time of the holy apostles, — persons invested with 
pefiidiar spiritual authority, persons empowered to da 
certain religious acts which no other Christian b&> 
Uerera can lawi^y do,— is not that the very position 

D,q,i,.cd by Google 



6S 

vAach Tte denyj and which they, the ^^scopal ctei^, 
have to prove ? And yet, until they have proved 
this, is not the analogy which is here dmwn be- 
tween the episcopal cler^ and justices of peace, a 
most cri[^led analogy i> and is not the conclusiw 
which rests upon it most lame and impotent ? I see 
no fault to be found with the venerable dignitary's 
statement, so far as regards civil magistrates. Un- 
doubtedly they are and must be excludvely privi- 
leged to do certMn acts ; and the validity of their 
acts depends, not on their personal qualifications, 
but on their special commission. But consider, my 
friends, why it is so, and must be so. It is solely 
because they are persons of actual authority, in- 
vested with actual power over the property, the liber- 
ties, and the lives of their fellow subjects. From 
the very nature of all authority, it must be confined 
to certain persons, and must be given by a peculiar 
commission. But that there are now any persons 
invested with spiritual authority in the Church of 
Christ, is the very question on which we join issue 
in this matter. We say, therefore, to the episcopal 
clergy. Only shew ua your commission from our 
heavenly sovereign, only prove to us that you are 
entrusted by him with this power and authority, and- 
we will instantly desist from our functions, quit our 
pulpits, and come at the head of our flocks into your 
churches, begging of you to give ub absolution for 
oiH- long continued rebellion. But we cannot, indeed 
we cannot, admit all this authority^ whioh you 
assume to yourselves, without one tittle of evidence. ■. 
There is the same fallacious assumption in all the 
reasoning of the venerable dignitacy on this subject. 
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** It is an opinion," he says, " very generally enter- 
tained, and assiduously propagated by modem dis- 
senters, that every Christian congregation has the 
right of electing its own ministers. It really would 
not be half so absurd to say, that soldiers have a 
right to appoint their own officers, or criminals have 
a right to elect their own judges." • Indeed, this 
seems to be placing us dissenters in a very foolish 
predicament ; and no doubt it was so felt by all the 
preacher's reverend hearers. But again, on what 
grounds is this charge of absurdity in our proceed- 
ings founded? It is again founded on a two-fold 
assumption, the truth of which we absolutely deny 
in both its branches. It assumes, that the office of a 
minister of the gospel in these times, is an office of 
^teeial power, special authority over others, like that 
of a captain in the army, or a judge upon the benoh. 
it assumes, hkewise, that the sovereign in this spirit- 
ual kingdom, has not merely appointed that such 
authority shall especially belong to the op^e, leaving 
his subjects the freedom of choosing the particular 
person who is to fill the office, — ^which nevertheless 
is a thing continually done in the best constituted 
of earthly monarchies, — ^but that the sovereign, in 
tins case, has confined the privilege of fiUing this 
office to a certain class or order of persons. Both 
these assumptions I positively deny. I deny that 
die office of an ordinary minister of the gospel, 
since the holy apostles, is one of actual power and 
OHthority i and I deny, that if it were so, it would 
necessarily follow, that they who are to be subject to 

* See . Precentor Lowe's Sermon, p. 9. 
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thia authority might not have granted to them, bf 
their rightful soTereign, some election ii> the ap- 
pointment of the individuala who are ta fill tha^ 
office. I maintain on these grounds, that there u. 
no absurdity in the freedom exrarcised by dissenting 
churches in the choice of their own minis^rs ; but 
that the only absurdity is in the loose, copfiise^ 
feUacious reasoning of our venerable accuser. 

The same reverend preacher, on the same occa- 
sion, intimates that Christians oi^ht to ask all di»- 
senting ministers for their credentialt. Here is th^ 
old foUac^, the old assumption, looking forth upon 
us again. Where are my credentials, you wish to 
know? I will answer that question plainly and 
honestly. I reply at onoe, that I have noite. In the 
sense in which you obviously vae the word, I have 
no credentials. But then I feel no shame in makii% 
this confession ; for I contend that I do not requjie 
any special credentials ; and the reason that I do 
not require any specnal credentials, is, that I do nok 
aJBEect to exercise or to possess any special auikftrity. 
It is for this alone that credentials can be wanted] 
and this I do not profess to have. Men dnnand q£ 
an ambassador, or a soldier, or a dispenser of justice 
to shew his credentials, because he claims superior^' 
ity, authority, and power. But men do not demqwl 
of servants their credentials for serving ai^ who 
may choose to accept of their services ; nor oi friendfi 
their credentials for doing good offices to theif 
friends ; nor of a brother his credentials for helping. 
the infirmities of his brother. Now, we disseutmg 
ministera profess to be, not lords, but only servants, 
and frieucU^ and bxethjva, in the spix^tual bonds of 
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Hk gosjidlj to all tils members of out respective 

■lurches. What right has any man, and particU'^ 
iarly one of " those that are without," (to speak in 
Imitation of thdr own language,) to demand of us 
mn: credentials, for performing these worics of love 
bttd of duly towards ouriellow Christians ? If the 
'«pisc<^alian turn upon us^ and say, that not having 
toy specif authority from Christ, we oi^t not to 
do the things which we do, I answer, that this is th6 
l#oposition which they have to establish ; this again 
is begging the ^fintire question in dispute between us. 
Hieygo on assuming and asserting this continually; 
but we wish to see it proved. One clear command 
of our Saviour shall bind us. One perfect assurance 
of the intention of the holy apostles shall bind us. 
But their word shall not bind us. 

May I now, having answered for myself, I hope, 
with honesty and fairness, take the liberty of putting 
the same question to those of the episcopal clergy 
who are advocates of Apostolical Succession ? Will 
they shew us their credentials^ that we may know our 
duty and ob^ ? Remember, however, that they are 
not in the same position with ourselves. The same 
answer will not serve them, as serves me. They 
cannot say, We have no special credentials, and we 
require none, ftH* we claim no special authority. 
Hiey do claim authority, yea, (Hvine authority, yea, 
Special dirine authority ; for they deny all participa- 
tion in this authority to all other men. When they 
preach and publish in defence of their doctrine, 
they entitle their sermons, " The divine commission 
and authority of the Christian Priesthood asserted." 
In all their speeeU and actiois^ relative to this sub- 
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ject, they baur themselves as men whom God himself 
has put in authority. Indeed, according to the 
literal import of their formulmes, they claim to 
themselves the most solemn, most extraordinary, and 
most awful aathority, which can be conceiTed of, — 
the authority which, when it was thought to be 
claimed even by Jesus the Son of God, excited the 
astonishment of his hearers. They say that they 
have " authoiity committed to them to absolve men 
from all their sins."* When Jesus, our Lord and 
Master, was questioned as to the authority by which 
he coidd forgive sins, be instantly condescended to 
exhibit hia credentials, by performing a miracle. 
" That ye may know," he said, " that the Son of man 
hath power on earth to for^ve sins, (he saith to the 
sick of the palsy,) I say unto thee. Arise, and take 
up thy bed, and go thy way into thine house. And 
immediately he arose, took up the bed, and went 
forth before them all."-|- O how beautiful, is divine 
reality, compared with human pretension 1 

But if any of the episcopal clergy disclaim this 
strict, literal interpretation of their own formularies, 
no one shall be more ready and willing, than 1 am, 
to allow their right to give their own explanation. 
For, though it is what their own bishops do in visita^ 
tion Charges, it is what I should be utterly ashamed 
to do, — to insist that a whole body of sincere, edu- 
cated, pious men, or any individuid of that body, as 
able and as free to judge as I am, must understand 



' See the Book of Common PrHyer, ta the Order lot the TiA- 
tatioD of dM Sick. 

t See iSaA, ^ y. 10, 12. 
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and , acknowledge, exactly in the high or narrow 
sense which I might chooee to propound, all the 
antiquated forms of expression, to which they have 
been compelled to subscribe at their very entrance 
upon their sacred profession.* But this is beside 
the subject. None of the episcopal clergy, certainly 
none who uphold the doctrine of Apostolical Succes- 
sion, will deny that they claim to be invested with a 
high degree of spiritual authority. Where, then, are 
their credentials 9 It is not, surely, in the mere 
laying on of the hands of a bishop ; and of one, too, 
who has been made a bishop, not by any divine 
appointment, not even by the discretion of any spi- 
ritual persons, but solely by the will and favour of 
some minister of state ? Is this mere form, which 
may as easily be gone through without any special 
divine sanction and assistance as toith, to be regarded 
as conveying sufficient credentials of such extraor- 
dinary divine authority as they claim ? If they say, 
that this in fact, however simple, is the way in 
which God has been pleased to convey down the 
authority which they possess, we must once more 
ask for the proof of this fact ; and the moment the 
proof is adduced, we promise not to object to the 
simplicity of the means. Have they, then, any 
other kind of credentials to display ? Do they mani- 
festly surpass all other men, as the holy apostles 
did, in spiritual wisdom and perfection of character ? 
Is their ministry attended, as that of the holy 
apostles was, by spiritual effects so wonderfully sur- 
passing those of all other men, as to shew clearly 

• Sm the Bishop of Exeter'a third Triennial Chaige, 1639, 
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that they are acting under a epecial ^vine commis- 
f ion ? I have no desire to raise the slightest prqu- 
dice against them, as being at ail inferior to other 
ministers of the gospel ; but I cannot perceive that, 
in either of these respects, they are so distinguished 
above all others, as to shew die certainty of their 
divine commission. Therefore, they are in the situa- 
tion of men who assume authority, but cannot pro- 
duce their credentials. 

My fellow Christians, in the nest and Ia£t Lecture 
on this subject, I shall treat of the practical moral 
and reUgious consequences of this doctrine of ApostO' 
lical Succession. Having shewn, as I believe, that 
the doctrine has no foundation in Scripture, that it 
derives no support from Christian history, that it 
cannot be defended by any general reasoning, I shall 
next endeavour to prove that, for its consequences, 
its various anti-social and anti'christian consequences, 
it is a doctrine Which ought to be opposed and con- 
demned, by Christians of all sects and churches who 
love the peace, the Hberty and charity, which are the 
holy fruits of the uncomipted gospel of Jesus Christ. 
May the God and Father of our l,ord Jesus Christ 
direct us all into the knowledge of his truth. Amen. 
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ON THE SUPPOSED APOSTOLICAL SUCCESSION 
OF A CHRISTIAN PRIESTHOOD. 



S.KCTURB THIRD. 
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Fellow Christians, 

I have now to deliver the last of three Lectures 
on the supplied Apostolical Succession and Autho- 
rity of a Christian PrieBthood. In the two former 
Lectures, after stating, as carefully as I could, what 
the doctrine in question really is, I examined the 
various alleged groimds of it, in Scripture, in eccle- 
siastioal history, and in general moral reasoning. 
In all these respects, I have endeavoured, (I hope 
not altogether unsuccessAiIly,) to prove that the 
doctrine is not only without any sohd foundation 
in truth, hut directly opposed in many points to the 
testimony of Scripture, inconsistent with many 
historical facts, and wholly confuted by a sound, 
impartial course of reasoning. I shall not oblige 
you, in any degree, to pass over this field of inquiry 
again. But I must ask of those, who may now be 
present, and were mt present at the delivery of tt» 
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two former Lectures, to remember that these inves- 
tigations into the proper evidence, for and against 
the doctrine of Apostolical Succession, have been 
conducted by me. Otherwise they may be apt to 
feel, that I am now declMming about the conse- 
quences of a doctrine, without first deliberately seek- 
ing to ascertain whether it . be true or false ; a 
mode of proceeding which in no case could easily 
be justified. I freely appeal to idl who have had 
an opportunity of judging, to acquit me of this 
negl^nce. I may have succeeded, or I may have' 
failed, in proving that the pretence of the episcopal 
clergy to Apostolical Succession and Authority is a 
great delusion. But, at all events, before I speak of 
the evil injluenees of this opinion, I have examined 
what its advocates commonly allege in its support ; 
and have carefully stated, on what grounds I hold 
that judgment must be pronounced against its truth. 

It does appear to me, however, that having com* 
pleted these inquiries, it is now right that we should 
well consider what are the moral, social, and rel^- 
ous consequences, flowing from this doctrine. By 
this means alone we can instruct ourselves in the 
entire state of feeling with which the doctrine ought 
to be regarded ; both as to its general influence on 
the purity of the holy Christian profession, and as to 
its particular influence in the present times, in the 
actual condition of Christian society, especially with- 
in these kingdoms. 

Now, this part of my task requires to be intro- 
duced with one word of explanation, lest I should be 
very injuriously misunderstood. Let it be observed, 
then, that I do not accuse all persons, who embiw^i 
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this notion of Apostolical Succession in theory, with 
■wilfully intending and approving aU the evil practical 
consequences, by which it seems to me to he attend'^ 
ed. I know that this, in the case of almost any 
erroneous doctrine, would he unjust. Those who 
entertain an opinion as true, and those who reject it 
as false, are not commonly apt to view it, perhaps 
are not often capable of viewing it, in the same light, 
with respect to its moral effects. We judge partially 
of the character of opinions, according as we hold 
them to be true or false ; very much as we judge 
partially of the character of persons, according as 
we lore them as Mends, or hate them as enemies. 
But, since belief and favour are apt to blind the 
judgment, quite as much as unbelief and dislike, it 
is always an equal chance on which side the most 
correct estimate will be formed. Therefore, if tha 
unfavourable judgment of an adversary is not to be 
implicitly received, neither is it to be immediately 
rejected. It is probable, that some of the conse- 
quences which I charge on the doctrine of ApostoUcal 
Succession, its own advocates will readily admit } 
only that instead of calling them evil, as I do, they 
will rather call them ffood consequences. But some 
of the practical effects which I shall as(»ibe to this 
doctrine, being undoubtedly of an evil tendency, I 
am sure that they will deny ; and as they are, for 
the moat part, virtuous and religious people, they 
cannot in charity be supposed to intend the produC'> 
tion of any such effects. Nevertheless, I must once 
more observe, that their Ju<^ment may be biassed as 
well as ours ; and it does not follow, because they 
repudiate the consequences, that the consequences 
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are not real; it only follows that <A^ do not per- 
ceive the consequences. It is a fair topic of inquiry 
and ailment, and eren forma a necessary part of 
the general evidence on the suhject. 

In the first place, then, I shall consider the parti- 
cular anU-social consequence, to which a distinct 
allusion was made, in order to shew the importance 
of the suhject, at the opening of this discussion. It 
follows plainly Arom this doctrine of Apostolical 
Succession, that one vast portion, (let us say, 
roundly, one half,) even of the Protestant world, 
must regard the other half as being not truly in 
membership with the visible Church of Christ ; not 
having any valid ministry, to preach the gospel, and 
to serve, as they say, at the altar ; not in a condition 
to enjoy the certain benefit of those " blessed sacra- 
ments," which they themselves represent as of so 
much moment in the divine economy of salvation. 
In a word, all true Episcopalians, entertainiDg thia 
view of the Apostolical Succession and Authority of 
their own Priesthood, must, if they are consistent^ 
look upon all other Protestants, the most orthodox, 
no less than the most heterodox, as nothing more, 
at the best, than a kind of eemi-Christians. In this 
light, for instance, they must regard a great propor- 
tion of the Protestants of continental Europe, — ■ 
France, Geneva, Switzerland, Holland, Germany, and 
of the United States of America ; — for these have 
amongst them no episcopacy, no regular successors 
of the apostles by ordination of bishops. But, not to 
dwell upon the state of other lands, what are the cir- 
cumstances, in this respect, of our own country, of 
England, Ireland, Scotland, and aU the iiameiue 
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dependencies of the British Ctottd } In the same 
unfavourable li^ht^'as professing Christians indeed^ 
but without a true church, without an effectual 
priesthood, without the sure benefits of the sacred 
ordinances of the gospel, without the divinely insti- 
tuted means of salvation, all Episcopalians holding 
this opinion must regard all the Presbyterian inhabi- 
tants of Scotland, aU the Presbyterian inhabitants of 
Ireland, all the Independents, ail the Baptists, all 
the Methodists, all the Friends, of England, — bodies 
with whom the Episcopalian entirely agrees in what 
are called the essential articles of the Christian 
faith ;^to say nothing of Unitarians, and other less 
numerous bodies, from whom he seriously differs on 
points of doctrine. All these, the thorough believer 
in Apostolical Succession must deny to be in a state 
of covenant with God by Jesus Christ, which he says 
can be certainly enjoyed only through the sacra- 
ments of baptism and the Lord's supper, adminis- 
tered by episcopally ordained priests. And yet, 
perhaps, he will at the same time cheerfrtlly allow, 
that they "are Cliristians, not only in name, but in 
faith and character ; in purity of general doctrine 
not less sound, in fruitfulness of good works not 
inferior, to the members of his own privileged 
church. But, however correct in their faith, how- 
ever pious in their dispostions, these mtdtitudes of 
Christian people may confessedly be, yet in the sight 
of the earnest behever of this doctrine, they are 
entirely shut out from the visible fold of the great 
heavenly shepherd, by not having the services, not 
being under the spiritual care, of the only ftuthorized 
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pastors, to whom he has giren power to rule and 
feed his flock. 

But I may be asked here. Is this the acknowledged 
CMisequence of the doctrine of Apostolical Success 
sion? Do its supporters openly avow and justify 
this deduction from their own opinion? I must 
answer to this inquiry, — 'that the question which we 
have to consider, as I before hinted, is not altoge- 
ther, whether they openly acknowledge this conse- 
quence, but whether the consequence naturally and 
legitimately follows firom their doctrine. If it does 
80 follow, we may be perfectly twsured that they 
themselves cannot, by any caution in respect to the 
avowal of it, entirely prevent it from having some- 
thing of this unhappy effect upon their feehngs and 
conduct towards so vast a portion of their fellow 
Christians. Still less can they, if this consequence 
be a legitimate one, prevent the feelings of aliena- 
tion, which a doctrine of such exclusiveness must 
create against themselves, in the hearts of so vast a 
portion of their fellow Christians. The practical 
influence of the doctrine of Apostolical Succession 
must be tried, partly at least, by the standards of 
reason and experience ; must be tested by the well 
known workings of human nature ; and is not to be 
determined solely by the caution or rashness of its 
professed advocates. Now, I ask you, if it be not a 
necessary consequence, that all consistent beUevers 
in Apostolical Succession must regard these multi- 
tudes of their fellow Christians, and fellow Protes- 
tants, ££ being external to the blessed fold of Christ? 
It is not the bore fact, that the beUevers in this 
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doctrine differ from alt non-episcopalians, but it ii 
the peculiar nature of the difference, it is the essen- 
tially exclusive character of the doctrine itself, which 
makes this injurious consequence unaToidable. Tlie 
doctrine is one which ought, if it were true, and if it 
were consistently acted upon, to occasion a total 
separation of Christian sympathies, whatever good 
natural sympathies might remain, between those who 
embrace it, and those by whom it is rejected. It 
teaches us, as a divine law of the gospel dispensation, 
that none can be made members of the kingdom of 
grace but by the rite of baptism ; that the benefits 
of our Lord's atonement can be effectually received 
only through the sacrament of the eucharist ; that 
priests ordained by bishops, who have descended in 
unbroken succession hrom the apostles, and th^ alone, 
are empowered by divine authority to administer 
these sacred rites. Does it not follow, then, as a 
necessary consequence, that those millions of Christ- 
ian people who have no episcopally ordained priest- 
hood, to whom this deficiency is not a mere accident, 
but their ordinary, settled state, in which they deli- 
berately choose to persevere after due warning, — 
does it not follow,' that they are not only in error, 
but are no true members of the spiritual kingdom of 
our Savioiu" ? Surely, the most solemn ordinances 
of God are not to be thus set at nought, and yet the 
general spiritual condition of the offenders to remain 
unaffected ? I maintain that this consequence does 
follow, whether men are pleased to acknowledge it 
or not ; and that nothing can prevent its having a 
most serious effect on the thoughts and affections of 
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all, to whom the doctrine of ApostoHcal Bucceasionif 
any thing more than a string of idle words. 

But I answer further, That this consequence of 
the doctrine under discussion, is very often acknow- 
ledged, very often stated by its advocates, in the 
plainest terms ; though, for obnous reasons, in the 
present age, they may not be fond of dwelling upon 
\t at much length. "They only" says a right 
reverend prelate, exhorting his clergy to assert, 
\^tbout fear or shame, their divine, apostolical mis- 
sion, '' they onljf can claim to rule over the Lord's 
household, whom he has himself placed over it j they 
oniy are able to minister^ the means of grace, above all, 
to present die great commemorative sacrifice, whom 
Christ has in all generations appointed in unbroken 
succession from those, and through those, whom 
he first ordained."* Again, the venerable dignitary, 
\o whose recently published Sennon on this subject 
I have so often alluded, says expressly that, when 
Christ gave a commission to his apostles, and to 
their successors to the end of time, effectually to ad- 
minister his word and sacraments, "he delegated 
these powers to them alone, and absolutely excluded 
all others from acting with effect as his Ambassadors 
and Stewards of the Mysteries of God." "Many 
men," says the learned dignitary, " who are not so 
called and separated to the work of the ministry, are 
doubtless eminentiy qualified, by their dispositions, 
talents, aod attainments, to act as ministers of Christ ; 
yet if they presume to do so without Christ's appoint- 
ment, derived to them by succession from the apos-^ 

■ See the Bishop of Exeter's second rinnial Charge, 1S3G, p.44. 
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ties, we hare no more reason for supposing, that the 
bactameuts adminiatered by their hands can be valid, 
than that the acts of any individual are valid who 
assumes the office of a civil magistrate, without any 
warrant from the crown."* Now, I do contend, that 
for those supporters of Apostolical Succession who 
hold such language as this, to say afterwards, when 
pressed with the illiberal consequences of thei* 
doctrine, that they will not venture to deny, that any 
Christians except episcopalians can effectually have 
administered to them the necessary means of grace 
and salvation, is nothing less than shamefully to 
devour their own words. They have ventured to 
deny thus much. There is no other meaning to be 
drawn from their language, when they affirm that 
" onh/" priests ordaned by bishops succeeding the 
apostles " are able to minister the means of grace,* 
and that "all others are absolutely excluded from 
acting with effect" as ministers of the gospel. When 
they exclaim, as some of them do not unfrequently, 
*' God forbid" that they shouJd judge the spiritual 
condition of other Christians ! they only, as it appears 
to me, make use of an unnecessary, unbecoming 
appeal to God, as a cloak to hide the naked deformity 
6f their own rash opinions. 

it is the case, however, that some advocates of 
Apostolical Succession feel the odiousness of this 
consequence so strongly, that they employ the most 
ingenious means to avoid or to conceal it For 
example, a right reverend prelate says to his clergy^ 
« If, when you thus state the nature of the visible 
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Church, you ar« tusked, what then becomes of thoa« 
who are not, or continue not, members of that 
Church F tell your inquirers that you judge not 
them that are without, that to their own Master 
they stand or fall. Yet," he immediately subjoins, 
" he who wilfully and in despite of due warning, or 
through recklessness and worldly-mindedness, sets 
at nought its ordinances, and despises its ministersj 
has no right to promise to himself any share in the 
grace which they are appointed to convey." * This 
language is equivocal, as it was probably intended 
to be. If by the expressions, " wilfully and in de- 
spite of due warning," be meant wilfully against the 
known appointments of God, consciously in despite 
of due warning from heaven, then it amounts to no 
more than a palpable truism, not more applicable to 
this subject than to a thousand others ; for, all men, 
who thus set at nought what (Aey themselves know to 
be the laws of their Maker, are in a most sinful con- 
dition, and cannot be objects of divine grace. But 
\S by these expressions be meant, (as almost seems 
required to give them any point,) wilfully against 
the claims of the episcopal clei^, in despite of due 
warning from them, then it amounts to an acknow- 
ledgment of all which I now allege, as an illiberal, 
bigoted consequence, flowing from the doctrine of 
Apostolical Succession ; for there are few, in these 
times at least, who have not often heard the warn- 
ings of these clergy, against the sinfulness of dis- 
puting their high pretensions. 
Thus again, the venerable dignitary who has lately 
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treated of this subject, observes, " It is said, that 
this opinion is very illiberal and uncharitable, since 
it goes to unchurch all Christian communities whose 
ministers have not received episcopal ordination. 
Now," he remarks, " liberality and charity are very 
good things, when rightly understood; and very 
good words, whether people rightly understand them 
or not. But the question here is not in the smallest 
degree a question of liberality, or charity, but simply 
of fact."* Here is apother ingenious attempt to 
escape from the odious consequences of the doctrine 
of Apostolical Succession. But the attempt is surely 
. unsuccessful. Supposing it to be correctly stated, 
that this ig a question of fact, it will not follow that 
there is no ground for the complaint of iUiberality, 
If it were so, by any sound principle of reasoning, 
then you perceive, on exactly the same principle, a 
man might assert it to be his delibertate opinion, 
derived from the Scriptures, that God will everlast- 
ingly damn all the human tace, except himself and 
eleven others ; and yet he might be wholly exempted 
from the charge of illiberality for holding such an 
opinion, under the plea that this was " simply a 
qiiestion of fact." It is plain, that there may be 
such things stated as matters of fact, (I do not 
absolutely say that this is one of them,) but there 
may be such things so stated, that every man in 
whose heart there glows a single spark of real charity 
or enlightened piety, must sooner believe the whole 
Bible to be fajse, than believe those things to be true. 
This consideration is guflicient to prove, that whether 
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the doctrine of Apostolical Succession be UHber&I or 
not, the learned dignitary's excuse for it in thii 
respect, is {^together a hollow excuse. He must find 
some better defence ; or the cdndemnation of illi- 
berality must pass, not against him cettainly, hut 
agtunst his doctrine. We especiaDy, who believe it 
to be contrary to fact, cannot think it to be in anj 
degree a charitable opinion* 

Before I leave this part of the subject entirely, 
let U3 consider, my friends, what a most hurtful and 
Utmentahle consequence tliis is, in relation particularly 
to the actual circumstances of our own country, 
in the present times. In no country of the world, 
perhaps, are there so many, certainly in none are 
there more, diversities of religious opinion and party. 
These diversities, it is to be observed, relate more 
to ecclesiastical discipline and government, than to 
questions of faith ; though there is some consider- 
able difference on these points tikevtise. It is thtf 
conviction of some persons, that this divided state 
of opinion on reUgtous subjects is productive of 
many benefits, by stirring up holy zeal and emula- 
tion in the breasts of aU. It is a dierished persua- 
sion with many people, that the EstabKshed Church, 
by her decided preponderance in power and privi- 
lege, together, it is said, with the enlightened tole- 
rance, firmness, and moderation of her spirit, is the 
great guardian of peace and security, in this tronbletj 
state of the waters of theological strife, t will offef 
no remark at present on this view of the EstabUshed 
Church, generally considered. &at What Xfiust be th€ 
particular influence, in this way, of a zealous revival 
of the doctrine of the sole Apostolical Succession, 
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the exclusive dirine missioB and authority, of the 
episcopal clergy, — a doctrine which at once un- 
ehurches half the Christian population of these king- 
doms in the eyea of the other half, — makes them to 
he without a valid gospel ministry, without any effec- 
tual preaching of the word or administration of 
sacred rites, — ^makes them, in short, as it has been 
boldly expressed in reference to some of them, " to 
be mere heatheoe, except in knowledge" ? Is this 
the way in which our National Establishment is ex-> 
pected to calm, and harmonize, and unite the jarring 
elements of relie^ous contention, " endeavouring to 
keep the unity of the spirit in the bond of peace" ? 
Never, perhaps, was there an age, when our country 
suffered heavier, or more numerous, social and moral 
evils, from its distracted state in regard to rehgious 
peculiarities. These unhappy divisions create some 
of the most formidable obstacles to popular educa- 
tion, for instance, and to improvement of almost 
every kind. Yet this is the age, in which the mis- 
taken friends of the Established Church have chosen 
to broach, with new energy, her almost exploded 
pretensions to an exclusive divine authority for her 
priesthood ; thereby to lacerate deeply, thereby to 
provoke and to insult bitterly, the holiest feeHngs of 
all other Christians, throughout the vast extent of the 
British dominions. And the books in which this 
doctrine is moat boldly inculcated, they call " Traetft 
for the Times ;" meaning, I presume. Tracts espe- 
cially adapted to iucrease the national wid social 
evils of the times, to cause the wounds of the body 
politic to fester, tUl fever* and disorder^ and di^solii- 
^QA ^Wi he Kwle t(t QOBue. 
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t sliaU now solicit your attention, my Christiau 
brethren, to quite another evil consequence, which 
Seems to me also to attend upon this doctrine of 
Apostolical Succession. I earnestly represent to you 
that it tends to degrade religion in the eyes of men, 
even the holy, spiritual Christian religion, to the 
level of priestcraft. On this point, however, letme 
especially guard myself from misapprehension. It 
is not my design, for one moment to insinuate, that 
the religion of those persons, learned divines and 
others, who embrace this doctrine, is altogether 
nothing better than priestcraft. This, I cheerfully 
grant, would be not only a most uncharitable, but 
a most foolish and unrighteous imputation upon 
them. I am as sure as I am of my own sincerity, 
that it is not so with most of the believers in Apos- 
tolical Succession ; and I should abhor the thought 
of encouraging you, or any people, to regard them 
in such a false and injurious light. In sincere faith, 
piety, and good works, they are not inferior, pro- 
bably, to any other class of religious professors. 
But what I do mean to argue for, is, that this parti- 
cular dogma has a decided tendency, in its own 
natural influence, to make rehgion assume the 
character of priestcraft. 

It is as a priesthood, emphatically, that the epis- 
copal clergy lay claim to this divine mission and 
authority. They would perhaps allow, that as 
ministers of the gospel merely, (as distinguished 
from priests,) in order merely to engage successfully 
in teaching, preaching, exhorting, and consoling 
men in spiritual matters, they do not so much re- 
quire these apostolical powers, and that othei8> whd 
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have no such powers, may equal them in diseharg^hg 
all these offices. Be this as it may, they assert their 
possession of these mysterious gifts chiefly in their 
assumed character of proper priests ; such as were 
empowered alone to offer sacrifices, and to perform 
other rites, under the Jewish dispensation, and in 
some form or other amongst almost all heathen 
nations. If X be asked to explain, in a word, what 
is the main difference between a priest, and a mere 
minister of religion, I would say, that a priest is one 
who is divinely appointed and authorised to act 
between God and the souls of men. He is a kind of 
mediator, whose interference is alone effectual, in 
bringing men into certain spiritual relations towards 
God, in assisting them, and officiating for them, to 
procure certain spiritual favours and blessings from 
God, connected in some way with the everlasting 
salvation of their souls. It is not, that he is sup- 
posed to be able to do this for others, as any wise, 
pious, and good person might, by timely exhortation, 
by judicious instruction, and by his own ^eHgioug 
example. But the notion is, that whether he be 
himself a wise or a foolish man, a pious or a wicked 
man, yet, by virtue of his priestly office, he, and he 
alone, is empowered to act as the medium of the 
most solemn spiritual communications, between Giod 
and the souls of sinful men. 

Now, observe that the claim on the part of any 
order of men to exercise these priestly functions, ia 
not necessarily mere priestcraft. That depends en- 
tirely on the previous question, whether they have 
a true divine mission to exercise these functions, or 
not, and whether they keep within the due bounds of 
u 
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their authority. If, for example, it pleased God, at 
(qipean clearly from the Old Testament, to appoint 
the &mily of Aaron in all generations to be priests 
to the people of Israel, then, so Ions; as they assumed 
no powers beyond what the Law of Moses gave them, 
they were not guilty of the practice of priestcraft, 
they were not chargeable with any cra/i at all, but 
were only fmthfully discharging the duties which 
God had laid upon them. Their office might be one 
exclusively adapted to such a dispensation as the 
Jewish, and wholly unsuited to the more spiritual 
dispensation of Christianity ; but as long as their 
office continued, there was no priestcraft in their 
legitimate acts. Precisely on the same grounds, I 
fully admit that, if the episcopal clergy have received, 
by regular succession from the apostles, the priestiy 
powers to which they make an exclusive claim, 
then they are not changeable with priestcraft for 
assuming to exercise these powers. But I am not 
now arguing the question, whether they have re- 
ceived such powers or not I have attempted that 
ailment in the two former Lectures ; and think I 
have clearly proved, that they have not been endowed 
with any such powers, — that they can produce no 
sufficient credentials of their supposed priestiy au- 
thority. I take for granted, that my hearers go 
along with me in this belief of the imscriptural, un- 
founded character of the doctrine of Apostolical 
Succession ; and I am now speaking, on the suppo- 
sition of its falsehood, of its injurious practical con- 
sequences. I am endeavouring to shew, not merely 
that, being erroneous, it ought not to be admitted, 
hut that, being also very mischievous, the busy 
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propagation of it ought not to be endured in silence. 
With this explanation, I assert again, that the infltb^ 
ence of the doctrine is to degrade the pure, holy, 
spiritual religion of Jesus, to a system of priestcraft. 
To see this more clearly, we must bear in mind 
that it is principally in reference to the valid, effeo 
tual administration of the rites of baptism and the 
eucharist, which are called by the Church of England 
" holy sacraments," that the episcopal clei^ insist 
upon their sole c^vine authority. I shall not here 
enter into any discussion of the v^uious opinions 
which are entertained, either by Churchmen or Dis- 
senters, respecting the proper nature and importance 
of those rites, in themelves considered. I shall not 
compel you to listen to my views on that subject j 
nor is It necessary that I should assume to know 
what j/our views of it may be. It is very possible 
that we should differ oh some points relating to 
those sacred ordinances ; though I suppose that we 
shall all acknowledge them to be, as purely instituted 
in the gospel, most holy, comforting, strengthening 
means of divine grace. But all this they may be, 
and yet have no tinge or shadow of priestcraft. It 
is necessary to confine ourselves at present, to that 
view of these sacraments, and of the exclusive power 
of administering them, which is peculiar to the 
assert^^ of Apostolical Succession. They maintain, 
then, in the first place, the highest possible views of 
the necessity and the efficacy of these rites ; inso- 
much that they seek to inspire men with the utmost 
anxiety respecting the performance of them, that 
they may be administered to infonts in the first 
hour after birth, if there be any evident ctanger of 
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death, and to expiring persona in the last moments 
of life, as a means to ensure the blessed hope of 
salvation. They maintain, especially, that, these 
rites can be effectually administered only by the 
hands of an episcopally ordained clergyman; and 
this, solely by virtue of his priestly office, no matter 
bow utterly unworthy and irreligious may be his 
general character. They mainhun, in perfect con- 
sistency with this pretension, that those rites are not, 
in ordinary circumstances at least, to be effectually 
administered by the hands of any person who is not 
a successor of the apostles by episcopal ordination, 
however faithful and pious a Christian he may be:, 
and with whatever solemn intentions he may engaga 
in the act. 

Now, I cannot refr^n from observing, that if this 
system of priestly rites were even found to be of 
divine authority, though we should then be bound 
to revere it, yet it woiUd be entirely uncongemal with 
the general character and spirit of pure Christianity, 
as taught in the Scriptures. There is no recognition 
there of a priesthood, or of priestly ceremonies of any 
kind. The very idea of a " Christian Priesthood" 
derives no sanotion whatever from the Scriptures. 
*' This is an office," says an Archbishop of the Church 
of England now living, '* assigned to none under the 
gospel scheme, except the one great High Priest," 
our Lord Jesns Christ.* The very title of priest, 
though it is given to the Jewish enemies of our 
Saviour, i§ never givep in the Scriptures to any of 
bis apostles, or any ministers of his gospel j aud the 
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e^e is 99 unknown to the New Teetament as the 
iitle. 

But I must obaeire further, that if this system of 
mysteriously efficacious rites, to be administered only 
by the hands of ordained priests, cannot, (as I have 
sought to prove,) be shewn to have any divine autho- 
rity, then the doctrine which enforces it on thq 
consciences of men, is justly chargeable with a ten^ 
dency to degrade the simple, spiritual religion of 
Christ, to the level of priesteraft. , What is to be 
said, my brethren, in Justification of this unautho- 
rised attempt, to make the blessings of Christian sal-* 
yation appear to depend on a kind of secret, magical 
charm, which is to be communicated by the touch of 
priestly fingers, though polluted with fresh sin, which 
yet cannot be communicated by hands washed in 
innocency, and lifted up in pious supplication to 
God, if those hands belong not to the body of a 
priest r Who dares to mingle this solemn trifiing 
with Christ's pure and holy gospel ? Who presumes, 
witiiout " sure and certain warrant of holy writ," thus 
to bring the minds of Christ's followers into danger 
of lubstituting superstition for godliness? Who 
ventures to teach, in opposition to the very geniui of 
the gospel, that God in Christ Jesus has made any 
other than spiritual means essential to the enjoy-, 
ment of spiritual mercies ? — that to faith, penitence, 
and devotion, in the eouls of his prostrate, sinful 
fsreatures, tiiere must be added regiUar episcopal of. 
diuation, unbroken succession from the apostles, in 
the officiating priest, or the services of penitence and 
piety are not vaUd ? shame upon human temerity 
wA f9lly ! Once more \ say, that I do not chargs 



any vrilfiil design to foster superstition on the advo- 
cates of this doctrine. Once more I say, that if I 
entertained the slightest doubt of its being errone- 
ous, I would not speak of it after this, or any other 
dispara^ng manner. But convinced as I am, for the 
reasons which" have been laid before you in the 
former Iiectures, that the doctrine is not true, and 
knowing as I do, how often the real influences and 
effects of men's opinions are hidden from themselves, 
I cannot hesitate to pronounce, that the peculiar 
notions against which my present argument is direct- 
ed have a strong and decided tendency to foster 
priestcraft. I should have done violence to the dic^ 
tates of my own conscience, if, from any fear of 
being exposed to unjust censure, I had shrunk from 
the duty of pointing out to you clearly this evil con- 
sequence of the doctrine of Apostolical Succession. 

But I must now crave your indulgence, my 
Christian friends, whilst, in the last place, I touch 
briefly on another consequence of the same doctrine, 
which most or all of us shall agree to consider as 
, evil. The doctrine which we have been engaged in 
discussing, so iar as the laity can be induced to re- 
ceive it, has a tendency to lead the members of the 
EstabUshed Church, and the nation, hack to the old 
corruptions of Popery. This is a consequence which 
has been often vehemently charged upon the doo- 
trine of Apostolical Succession, and as vehemently 
denied by most of its advocates. I will seek to 
explain, how much truth and justice, according to 
my humble ju^;ment, there is in the accusation. 
The word Pop&ry, no doubt, is of uncertain, iudefi^ 
nite meaning. It may suggest very different leading 

Google 



89 
ideas, or Tciy different combiaations of thought; 
and therefore we must distinguish what we chiefly 
mean by Popery, before we charge this consequence 
on the doctrine of Apostolical Succession, with its 
kindred pretensions. 

Popery, then, may signify direct, intimate com- 
munion with the Church of Rome, ecclesiastical 
submission to the supremacy of the Pope, as the 
Bishop of Rome, the Vicar of Christ on earth, and 
Head of the universal, visible Church. It was in 
this state of bondage to the spiritual authority, 
(connected dso with much temporal authority,) of 
the Pope, that nearly all the nations and people of 
Christian Europe were placed, before the time of the 
great Protestant Reformation. It was against this 
authority, to shake off this submission, that the 
efforts of some of the leading promoters of that Re- 
formation were chiefly directed; especially of the 
kings and princes, who took a principal part in that 
mighty movement and revolt of the nations. Our 
own country, if not one of the first, was one of the 
boldest and most successful, in casting off this yoke, 
in refusing all allegiance to the Pope, and asserting 
her own right to be governed in all spiritual affairs 
solely by the ministers of her own national Church, 
with the monarch as the Head of that Chiu-ch. Now, 
I am not prepared to affirm, that there is any neces- 
sary tendency in the doctrine of Apostolical Succes- 
sion, to lead the people of England back to Popery, 
in this sense. Certainly, the episcopal clei^ in 
general who espouse this doctrine, whatever suspi- 
fnon may rest upon a few, have no inclination to ally 
their Church again with the Church of Rome, or to 
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acknowledge the supremacy of the Pope. They main- 
tain that their Church is the true Catholic Church 
of Christ in England ; and they fully intend to keep 
all the power of governing this Church entirely in 
their own hands, so far as the laws of the land, now 
or hereafter, may permit thejn to exercise such power. 
They have no thought of yielding up any portion of 
it again to the bishop of Rome ; nor does their doc- 
trine, of necessity, conduct to any such result. 

But let me remind you now, that the term Popery 
may have, and actually has, in familiar speech, a 
very different signification. It designates, to the 
minds of most men, a peculiar corrupt state of reH- 
gious belief, worship and feeling, such as prev^led 
throughout Christendom for many centuries, under 
the domination of the Romish Church. "During 
that long period," says a forcible writer, "Christianity 
was overlaid, and almost overwhelmed, by cumber- 
some priestly ceremonies. Childish pomps, borrowed 
from Judaism and Heathenism, obscured its simple 
majesty and its sublime spiritual purposes." This, 
then, we mean by Popery. This it was which stirred 
up indignation in the hearts of all wise and good 
Christians, against the corruptions of the Church of 
Rome. This it was which caused the Reformation to 
become a great popular movement, a change demand- 
ed by the growing knowledge, the revived learning, 
the diffused literatiure, the dawning intellectual light 
of the world, not a mere revolt of ecclesiastics and 
princes. In this sense, Popery means a most corrupt 
form of Christianity, in which ceremony is substi- 
tuted for vital godliness, in which mystery and im- 
posture, superstition and priestcraft, usurp, in the 
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estinutdon of men, the place of simple faith, and of 
practical virtue and piety. Now, I am not altogether 
prepared to allow, that the opinions which I have 
endeavoured to confute in these Lectures, have not 
a tendency to lead the minds of people back to 
P<^eiy, in this sense of the word. It appears to me, 
rather, that they must hive such an influence on the 
minds of many. The doctrine of the Apostolical 
Succession, the divine mission and authority, of the 
episcopal clergy, paves the way for a general return 
to such corrupt views of the Christian profession, 
by the extravagant importance which it ascribes to 
the priestly office and the priestly acts of those 
clergy. It is impossible, that many who are taught 
to embrace this doctrine should not sometimes be 
tempted to think more of their interest in the 
services of the priesthood, than of the necessity of 
righteous obedience,— ^which is the very worst kind 
of Popery. 

In fact, this is the only Popery which can occasion 
much serious concern to the truly enlightened and 
candid professors of religion, of any denomination. 
Of what great moment is it, if ecdesiastlcal rule and 
authority must be admitted at all among the fol- 
lowers of Christ, whether this authority be supposed 
to reside in the royal head and the bishops of our 
national Church, or in the supreme Pontiff and the 
other ecclesiastics of the Church of Rome ? Of no 
ffreat importance can it be, in a purely reUgious 
point of view ; though statesmen may consider it to 
be of no little consequence, as it evidently is, in a 
political or national point of view. In regard also 
to the vulgar prejudices and animosities which 
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pTenul against the whole body of Koman Catholic 

Christians, the oldest and most numerous class of 
Christian professors in the world, my present hearers 
will not require to he convinced, that such feelings 
are totally unworthy of being cherished by any mind 
desirous of cultivating the just and charitable spirit 
of the gospel. But if we are soberly persuaded, that 
in every branch of the Romish Church, the spiritual 
religion of Christ is corrupted with superstitious 
rites and ceremonies, devised in past ages by the 
Romish priesthood, — that is another consideration 
altogether. We may entertain the most vehement 
dislike of those corruptions, without the slightest 
breach of charity towards Roman Catholics- But 
then, if we are just and reasonable in our dislike. 
we shall entertain precisely the same feelings in 
reference to all similar corruptions of the pure 
spiritual simphcity of the Qiristian religion, when 
attempted by the supposed priesthood of any other 
Church. We shall consider that also to be Popery, 
in character and spirit, whatever else it may he in 
name. In this sense, therefore, I cannot admit, that 
the doctrine of Apostolical Succession, — of the divine 
mission and authority of the episcopal clergy, of 
their exclusive power to administer the sacraments, 
and of the essential necessity of those sacraments, 
so administered, — is at all misrepresented, when it is 
described as having a tendency to lead back the 
unwary minds of men to the old errors and corrup- 
tions of Popery. This is one of the dangerous, evil 
consequences of the doctrine, against which it ia 
proper that the Christian people of a Protestant 
country should receive timely and repeated warning. 

D,q,i,.cd by Google 



93 

I must observe likewise, that it is not mere con- 
jecture, but ascertained fact, that such a conse- 
quence is apt to accompany the reception of this 
doctrine. Those divines and writers of the present 
day usually called the Oxford School, who have 
exerted themselves most for the revival of this doc- 
trine, have manifested a decided inclination to return 
to 'some of the practical observances of the Romish 
Church, which Protestants had long neglected and 
condemned. They express their opinion clearly, 
that what we term the Reformation has been carried 
too far, by the general body of the clei^ and laity 
of the Church of England, in their present religious 
habits.* They would accordingly revive some of 
the old Romish practices, such as fasting, and mor- 
tification, commemoratj^ of saints, prayer for the 
dead, and other like observances. They will allege, 
indeed, that these are not superstitions of Popery, 
but the pure customs of ancient, primitive Christian- 
ity. Very well ; that is matter of opinion. I do not 
anticipate, that the great body of the Mty of the 
Church of England will ever again be brought to 
entertain this opinion. But at all events, here is 
the matter of fact ascertained, by the sentiments 
and conduct of the divines themselves, — that the 
notions of their own apostolical and priestly autho- 
rity which they would revive, do naturally lead back 
to what all Protestants have been accustomed to 
denominate the superstitions and corruptions of 
Popery. 

My fellow Christians, I have now completed my 
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three Lectures on the supposed Apostolical Succes- 
sion and Authority of a Christian Priesthood. I 
have endeavoured to shew, that these pretensions of 
the episcopal clergy are entirely destitute of Scrip- 
tural proof; that they are at variance with the 
clearest evidence of history ; that they are altogethei* 
indefensihle on grounds of general reasoning; and 
that they ore naturally attended with many anti- 
social and anti-chriatian consequences. I have 
been gratified to perceive the interest which the 
discussion of this subject has created, in numbers 
■who do not belong to my constant hearers. It 
afford good hope, that such a doctrine is not, in 
tJie present day, likely to he received and acquiesced 
in easily, by the free-minded Christian people of 
England. I am entirely satisfied, as I stated to you 
in the beginning, with the purity of the motives, 
which have induced me to excite attention to this 
subject. This was not done, until much had been 
repeatedly uttered and published by the episcopal 
clergy, even in this neighbourhood, in support of 
their pretensions, reflecting on the "absurdity" of 
the proceedings of Dissenting Churches, the un^ 
authorised "presumption" of Dissenting Ministers, 
calling on them to produce their credentials, and 
declaring it to be "wonderful" that people should 
listen to them as ministers of Christ. In answer to 
this public challenge, I have sought tq convince my 
hearers, that these clergymen themselves can pro- 
duce no credentials for the priestly authority which 
they assume, that they have no warrant for th$ir high 
pretensions, as being the legitimate guccessors of 
the apostles^ the aoibassadoi^ (^ Cbjiet, uid stewarda 
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of the mygteries of God, I trust, howerer, that 
whilst I have performed this duty, imd dealt freely 
with their Mguments, I have said nothing Inconsis- 
tent with the respect due to the episcopal clergy of 
Enfj^nd, as most influential members of society, 
sincere Christians, and faithful ministers of the 
gospel. If I were conscious that I had said any 
thing of this tendency, 1 would now earnestly retract 
it, and beg of my hearers to bafiisb it from theip 
mindg. 

It is commonly understood, . that this doctrine of 
Apostolical Succession is reviving and spreading 
fast among the episcopal clergy, especially those of 
the younger generation. I cannot believe, however, 
that it is at aU likely to acquire much favour with 
the intelligent laity of the Bstablished Church. A 
few young gentlemen of fortune, fresh from Oxford, 
pf enthusiastic temperament, of studious habits, and 
ambitious of learned distinction, may have taken up 
with this doctripe, as the newest f^ncy of the age. 
But it wili surely never make way> against the sober 
good sense, and sound intelligence, of the higher 
and middle classes of society, even of those who 
continue members of the Established Churoh, The 
attempt to revive tWs doctrine is occasioned, no 
doubt, as all similar attempts are occasioned, by the 
peculiar religious circumstances of the times. The 
more thoughtful portion of the clergy feel that their 
influence Is not such as it has been, or as they 
would still wigh it to be; and that some change, 
some inoYement, is necessary to restore their in- 
fluence. They are right in this feehng. But the 
present moveiaeat, I am well cQUTincect, is made in 
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the wrong cUrecdon, — ^backwards, instead of for- 
wards. They cannot recover their power, by forcing 
or enticing the people back into the old bondage to 
Church aulliority, and priestly influence. They 
cannot retain the affections of the lay members of 
their Church, by imitating the very worst faults of 
Dissenting Sects, by raising into extravagant im- 
portance certain dogmatical notions in religion, 
whether of Calvinistic theology, or of Popish disd- 
pUne. They can succeed in their wishes, o^ly by 
more wisely accommodating their mode of adminis- 
tering religion to the intellectual, moral, and social 
necessities of the times, by cultivating a truer 
sympathy with the people, and by taking their place 
at the head of every advance towards moral reforma- 
tion and social improvement. The course of Provi- 
dence will shew, whether they are destined to act 
this honourable and glorious part, or are demented, 
to sacrifice for ever the rightful moral influence 
of their sacred caUing, in a vain struggle for the 
recovery of forfeited authority and antiquated 
superstitions. 
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